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Opener of the
Ways




 


Sent on the
first available flight out of Britain to avoid questions concerning
the destruction of a certain Russian airship, Sir Percival and I
find ourselves in Egypt, the land of very large, very strange,
structures.

 


Not having
travelled overseas before I’m determined to enjoy the experience
but find myself having visions of strange beings, women worshipping
me, and my own violent death.

 


What do they
mean? And what must I do to prevent my dream death from becoming
reality?
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I was
happier flying through the clouds, imagining we were on a ship on
the ocean sailing through a thick fog. Even the bursts of sunlight
and blue sky above could be explained away like this, but the
glimpses of the ground, so very far below, couldn’t.

Sir
Percival and I were aboard an airship heading for foreign parts,
more specifically Egypt. Why? Well, mainly to avoid having to
answer direct questions concerning our possible roles in the
destruction of the Russian State airship, the strange disappearance
of two of the Russian Royal Family, the lack of a rather tasty
aetheric device from the aforementioned airship’s wreckage, and not
even beginning to hint at the merest mention of the disappearance
of the world’s largest sapphire. This type of thing does tend to
put a crimp in the number of one’s afternoon tea
invitations.

The Department, in its wisdom, had decided to remove our
presence from Britain’s soil to let the situation between the two
superpowers cool down. I note, with some irony, that they neglected
to mention to anyone the aetheric device (of most doubtful provenance) currently
residing in an anonymous house in London. I could tell Sir Percival
was champing at the bit to get back and see how it
worked.

There
was also the fact that I was mourning the loss of Katherine, my
lover. Thankfully Sir Percival seemed to know enough to leave me
be. He probably wasn’t used to dealing with such ‘women’s emotions’
anyway. Or perhaps it was just the way I growled at him whenever he
mentioned I was being a nervous ninny about how so very high we
were flying.

I wished
I could enjoy the flight more. Travelling on an intercontinental
airship used to be a dream of mine, but discovering, quite by
accident, I had a fear of heights meant that I avoided the quite
stunning panoramas out of the large windows. Sir Percival, curse
him, had no problems and always wanted to sit us as close as
possible to the outer edge of the sumptuous dining room. I,
however, wished to avoid the downward views and therefore preferred
sitting as far away from the windows as possible, so we usually
agreed on a table somewhere between the two extremes.


Thankfully the non-height parts of the journey were splendid.
The adjoining rooms we had were even better than those at the
Department’s stately house (although not as ostentatious as those
aboard a certain, un-named, Russian airship), and I’m sure even Mrs
Miggins would grudgingly approve of the food.

In all,
life wasn’t awful. It was just terribly black without
Katherine.

After
several days into the journey I had the misfortune to glimpse a
large area of blue below us and Sir Percival took great delight in
informing me that we were over the Mediterranean Sea. Our journey
was nearing its end. What we were supposed to accomplish whilst in
Egypt was a mystery. I wasn’t even sure we had a purpose in the
country, and had an inkling that the Department had only paid so
much money for us to go because it was the earliest foreign journey
out of Britain available when I arrived back at the stately house
after losing– No, I wouldn’t go there. It was still too
painful.

“Ever
fancied being an Egyptologist, Miss Lovelady?” Sir Percival
enquired at breakfast the day after I saw the Mediterranean
horribly far below us.

“Not
really,” I replied, over some splendid eggs.

“I hear
some chap by the name of Howard Carter is trying to drum up support
for something or other.”

Well,
bully for him. “Oh?” I said non-committedly.

“Indeed.
Apparently the fellow seems to believe he’s onto the biggest
discovery of the century.”

“I
hadn’t taken you to be interested in such sensationalism, Sir
Percival.”

“I find
it pays to keep abreast of a wide range of diverse topics,” he
said, I felt rather haughtily.

Especially those within a certain weekly
publication, I snarkly thought to
myself.

“Indeed,
in my younger days I was rather caught up by the romanticism of the
Sphinx and the pyramids and the mummies.”

This
conversation could end here, thank you very much.

“Oh,
look!” I said pointing to the closest window (without actually
looking at it).

“What?”
his head jerked towards it like that of an overly hairy gun
dog.

“I
thought I saw a bird.”

He turned back and eyed me speculatively as I innocently took
a last spoonful of my grapefruit. “Looking forwards to setting foot
back on terra firma?”


“Indeed.”

“We
should be arriving tomorrow morning.”


“Excellent news, thank you.”

“One
last perambulation of the viewing deck, Miss Lovelady?”

“I feel
I shall decline your kind offer, Sir Percival.”

We
parted company, myself to pack for our arrival, Sir Percival to
probably revisit his romantic mummy passion.
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Strangely enough my spirits seemed to soar the closer we came
to the ground. Cables had been thrown overboard and attached to
winches, which slowly drew us closer to the blessed landing area.
Low sandy-coloured buildings surrounded the wide open space. The
shadow of our airship looked like a great black whale slowly moving
over the cityscape.

The
inflight publication I found in my room had, amongst some quite
fearsome-looking appliances to aid in one’s health and beauty
regimen, advised of the most suitable clothing to wear in such hot
climes. I therefore eschewed the more constricting apparel and a
few layers and felt quite unusually free in my blue travelling
dress. My pink hair was covered with a semi-veiled black hat and my
indispensable umbrella was in hand ready for combat, in this case
against the fierce sunlight. My valise was hard by my feet and
contained my travelling essentials, among which were several items
that would have been of intense interest to the local security
forces.

We sat
in the cleared dining room (equidistant between the windows and
walls) listening to the various unintelligible shouts of the
crewmen fighting to bring the great beast down to earth. My fervent
hopes were that they’d win.

Whilst
accidentally glancing out of the large windows two large structures
came into view and astonishment kept me looking as they slowly grew
wider as we descended.

“Sir
Percival?” I enquired, pointing towards them.

He
glanced over (breaking his appreciation of one of the male
stewards) and turned back to me with a smile. “The great pyramids
of Giza. One of the seven Wonders of the World.”

“They
are quite…” I stopped, taken aback by the sight of the
sandy-coloured structures seeming to get forever wider and wider.
Another strange structure came into view. “What–?”

“The
Sphinx, Miss Lovelady. Part human, part lion.”

I
glanced over at him. He was enjoying this far too much.

With a
noticeable powering down of the steam engines we bounced slightly
against the taut cables. At the urging of the steward we joined the
queue waiting to exit, but not before I got as close as I dared to
the windows to take in the astonishing sight. So this was Egypt,
land of very large, strange structures.

The main
doors opened and bright sunlight with a wash of air, that gave the
distinct impression that it would be far hotter later, flowed over
us.

Once out
of the relative darkness into eye-scorching sunlight I caught sight
of swarthy men wearing what appeared to be long dresses being kept
back by members of the airship crew. As soon as they saw us they
began shouting, offering their wares and indicating camels and
donkeys roped together.

“Why are
they wearing dresses?” I whispered.

Sir
Percival sniffed disdainfully at me, “They’re not dresses, they’re
thawbs, Miss Lovelady. Most sensible in hot climates.”

Oh yes,
Sir Percival the pedantic Egyptologist. I decided to leave it
that.

“Stay
close, Miss Lovelady,” Sir Percival said as he perused a small
notebook he’d taken from his jacket pocket.

Slowly
we followed our fellow passengers down the gangway towards what
looked like a well-mannered riot. Suddenly one of the airships
propellers fired into life and a dust cloud was blown high into the
air. Cries of surprise came from the passengers and crew. I looked
up and had the strangest feeling that like some optical illusion
the billowing dust and sand were forming into a large
strange-headed figure. And that it was looking directly at me. I
felt a chill run down my spine and shivered in spite of the heat.
But before I could be sure of what I saw the dust and sand had
settled down over the complaining passengers and local
entrepreneurs. Thankfully I’d remembered to raise my umbrella
against the sunlight and it just coated that instead of my
clothing.

With a
sigh Sir Percival dusted his khaki suit down and headed
forthrightly into the bedlam of beasts of burden and men wishing to
gain as much money as possible from their hire.

I stood
by letting him do the work and took in the sights and sounds and
smells of the first foreign land I’d ever set foot upon. I hoped
other parts were better.
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Riding a
camel could only have been invented by men. Who else would want to
put their bodies through such torture just to get from A to B? I
was seriously considering swapping places with our luggage upon the
donkey trailing behind us. But now I was somehow atop the beast it
seemed only prudent to stay – I got the feeling that getting off
would be far worse.

Within
the scrum of men and camels and donkeys Sir Percival had somehow
managed to meet an old school chum, who was now leading us down
several alleys and across a number of roads. From the swarthy
bearded look of the fellow I’d never have guessed he’d once shared
spotted dick with Sir Percival. His name was apparently, Badru, or
‘Baddy’ according to my companion, who’d introduced us and was
apparently rapidly reverting back to his childhood (but from some
if the things I’d heard about his relatives, school was one of the
more pleasant times in his life).

The
conversation, what there was of it, seemed to consist of many
half-finished sentences and giggling at the japes they’d got up to.
I left them to it and hoped our journey would end up in some lovely
hotel.

We
headed down one thin, smelly alley and suddenly found ourselves
facing a river, which I could only assume was the Nile. In the
distance the ubiquitous pyramids rose into the sky. Sir Percival
gave a gasp of surprise. He was putting flesh onto his childhood
dreams.

“Miss
Lovelady! The Nile!”

It was
made of water. It was wet. So?

“The…
the pyramids!”


“Splendid sight,” I replied sourly, ignoring the shared
raised eyebrows at my tone.

Sir
Percival moved around so much atop his camel to take in the sights
that I swear it gave me a pleading look to take him off.

My
thoughts were of somewhere cool, a comfy bed, and food. From
underneath the shade provided by my umbrella I couldn’t but help
notice the large, splendid-looking hotels facing the river and
hoped that our destination would be one of them. Unfortunately our
slow perambulation alongside the Nile didn’t lead to the reception
area of any.

“Sir
Percival?” I asked, as yet another hotel failed to partake of our
custom.

“Yes,
Miss Lovelady?”

“Where
are we heading? We seemed to have passed by some very serviceable
hotels?”

He
turned back to look at me, “Baddy, has generously invited us to
stay with his family.”

My heart
fell. No room service, unknown quality of food and bed. Hopefully
the department would require our return fairly sharpish. “Oh,
that’s… very generous of him,” I added lamely.

“Yes,
isn’t it.”

I took
solace in the sight of the Nile lazily flowing somewhere probably
much nicer.
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Badru’s
house seemed to be on the outskirts of Cairo as it took us ages to
get there, the stifling heat increasing all the time.

From the
length of the tall clay-coloured wall I could see it covered a fair
bit of land. Whether that also translated into comfort was yet to
be seen. We rode alongside the wall until arriving at an elaborate
wood and decorative metal-covered gateway.

Our
arrival must have been spied by someone inside as at our approach
the gates slowly swung open. The sounds of chuckling water came to
me and as we entered I saw several delightful glazed fountains,
water cascading into the air and falling into fish-filled pools.
Green grass and trees provided a much needed respite from the
dun-coloured buildings we’d passed. Cooler, moist air flowed around
us and I only then realised just how arid the air outside was. Many
bright fragrant flowers grew around the building which looked like
it’d come straight out of Burton’s translation of The Arabian
Nights. It appeared that ‘Baddy’ was not unfamiliar with having
lots of money.

Two male
servants in the usual long thawbs closed the gates behind us and
then helped Badru and ourselves down from the camels. While furling
my umbrella I stood swaying slightly, not used to stable
ground.

Baddy
stood by watching our expressions at his house. Sir Percival was
gaping like a fish. “It’s… It’s…”

I swore
tears would soon spring from his eyes.

“It’s
lovely,” I interrupted and grabbed his arm to pull him towards it
or he’d be there all day.

Smiling,
Badru invited us to enter and I saw the gleam of gold in his mouth.
I reckoned that there may be more to Sir Percival’s schoolboy chum
than he knew.

The
luxuriousness continued inside what I was beginning to think of as
a palace. Polished white marble appeared to be the main stone used
in its construction as it was used on the floors, walls and
ceiling. Beautiful rugs and carpets lay on the floor, intricate
multi-coloured tile designs covered the walls and ceilings. Cool
flower-scented air surrounded us. In my dusty travel dress and
semi-veiled black hat I felt somewhat shoddy in
comparison.

I looked
at Sir Percival and wondered if he’d ever cease gaping around
himself in astonishment.

A short
old lady wearing an all black dress that went from her head to
brushing the marble floor but leaving her wrinkled prune-like face
free walked towards us.

Badru
turned to Sir Percival and indicated her, “Perhaps, Miss Lovelady
would care to accompany my mother and freshen up?”

At least
it would get me away from the juvenile reminisces of those two. I
smiled politely at her and nodded my thanks to Badru. Before
following her out I gave Sir Percival a look that said he owed me
for this.
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High
windows let light into the many-sided room, but not the burning,
searing light, more a soft whiteness that seemed to flow and pool
in certain areas. A tiled waist-high fountain sat in the centre,
the light sound of trickling water providing the only noise. Low
wooden tables held plates of cut fruit and glasses of juice and
water, while large cushions were there to be sat on. The air was
filled with delicate flower scents. I had no idea such a place
could possibly exist.

The
black-covered old lady led me past and through an archway into
another room created from white marble, but this one was much more
interesting - white marble steps led up to a sunken bath from where
fragrant steam rose. With a clap of her hands that echoed around
the room two ladies in long white dresses entered, giggling at the
sight of me. Their smooth black hair was held back by metal bands,
bronze on one, silver on the other, and their kohl-rimmed dark eyes
had a certain look that something inside of me answered
to.

“Please,
refresh yourself,” the old lady said, indicating the bath, large
fluffy towels, and some lighter, white cotton clothes for me to
change into afterwards.

I
appeared to have discovered civilisation.

The old
lady left me alone with the two servants whom she’d introduced as
Hasina and Shemei. Not one to stand on ceremony whilst among the
fairer sex I carefully unpinned my semi-veiled black hat and shook
out my pink hair. This seemed to have remarkable effect on the two
young ladies who looked at it with their eyes wide open in
surprise. I knew it would be sweaty, and dust would have found its
way in and stuck to it, but I’m sure it wasn’t that bad.

They
commenced quickly speaking what I took to be Egyptian between
themselves, which I had no chance of understanding, all the while
indicating my dirty, messy hair. With a last look Hasina sped out
after the old lady. Did this mean my bath would be
cancelled?

“What is
going on?” I asked Shemei.

It
looked like she thought she’d drawn the short straw by being left
here with me. I tried again. “Is there a problem?”

“Your
hair?”


“Yes?”

Her
worried eyes kept flicking between the direction the old lady and
Hasina took and myself in case I did something strange. “We’ve
never seen–” She stopped and corrected herself, “We’ve only seen it
one place before.”

“Oh?” I
suppose it was a bit of a rarity, but maybe it would catch on. “I
know it’s a tad dirty–”

She gave
a little gasp of relief as her colleague came back into the room
and then started speaking quick Egyptian to her. Both of them fell
silent and turned to watch as Badru’s mother came back
in.

I saw
her eyes widen at the sight of my hair. At this point I was getting
rather self-conscious about it. She fired some quick Egyptian at
the ladies and they seemed to sheepishly reply to her. Was I ever
going to get my bath?

Slowly,
almost reverentially she walked towards me. “May I?” she asked
indicating my hair.

“Look, I
know it’s dirty. You really don’t have to. I’m quite capable of
washing it myself.”

Without
more ado she reached up and I felt a gentle tug on my hair. And
then a harder one.


“Ow!”

“It is
real?” she asked.

“Yes, of
course.”

Before I
know what was happening she fell to her knees and bowed her head to
the ground in front of me. What the devil was going on? Was she
injured in some way?


Following in quick succession Hasina and Shemei followed her
lead. I stood dumbfounded at the sight.

“Um…
This really isn’t necessary you know? Please do get up.”

They
stayed in position. The bath did look awfully inviting, so I
decided that if they weren’t going to help me get undressed then I
was certainly capable of the feat myself. I started unbuttoning my
dress and headed to the fragrantly inviting water. Behind me, at
ground level, was some quickly whispered Egyptian.

From the
corner of my eye I saw the two servants get up and then help
Badru’s mother to her feet. With my dress looser I sat on the
marble steps leading up to the bath and began unlacing my
travelling boots.

Shemei
came over and knelt down in front of me. Silently she began
unlacing the other boot. To one side Badru’s mother was whispering
intently to Hasina. Hopefully it was to do with laundering my
clothes.

With my boots off and my dress looser thanks to Shemei’s help
I shrugged it off, standing in my undergarments, mercifully
sans the corset and some
layers.

I had no
clue what was going on with them and my hair but I was determined
to wash whatever grime was on it away.

With my
last few items of apparel lying on the marble steps I melted into
the warm fragrant bath and slid under the surface to clean my hair.
Rising up for air I opened my eyes and quite to my astonishment saw
both Shemei and Hasina quickly disrobe and then slide in either
side of me. Not quite sure of the correct etiquette I stayed silent
hoping for a clue as to what I should do.

Hasina’s eyes flicked to Shemei’s and she quietly said, “It
would be an honour for us to welcome you into the house by
completing your bath.” She then added something at the end that I
couldn’t understand. Some honorific or something? I didn’t know.
I’m not sure I cared too much either, especially after having two
such delightful ladies take such an interest in making sure I
was utterly satisfied with my bath.

I didn’t
bite. Too much.
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Word of
my hair had apparently spread around the house as on the way to the
main dining room to rejoin Sir Percival I kept noticing glances
from alcoves and behind doors. If I weren’t quite so relaxed I’m
sure I’d be concerned about it.

The
internal gloom seemed to have lifted from me and I was in far
higher spirits concerning our Egyptian visit. Truthfully I’d
thought about what Katherine would say about the bath I’d had and
decided she’d just laugh about it, and probably hope I’d learnt a
few things to try out with her, if my strange vision involving her
was to be believed.

The
loose white dress I’d been given to wear and jewelled sandals felt
deliciously exotic and was far nicer in this climate than my usual
travelling dress. Shemei had even put some sort of jewelled chain
device in my hair. I loved it as soon as I saw myself in a
mirror.

Sir
Percival was out of his khaki-coloured jacket and in his shirt
sleeves sitting on a cushion facing Badru over a chess set on a low
table. I detected the faint smell of damp dog. Apparently he’d not
been offered a welcoming bath, or taken one up if he had. I felt it
prudent to sit downwind of him.

“Miss
Lovelady,” Sir Percival nodded in greeting.

“Sir
Percival, Badru,” I nodded in reply.

“So it
is true,” Badru said when I’d comfortably seated myself.

“The
hair thing?”

He
nodded.

“I’m
rather partial to it. It does though seem to have caused quite a
stir. Is there a story concerning it?”

“Merely
old wives tales,” he offhandedly said, returning his concentration
to the board, but I got the distinct impression he was feigning
ignorance of some sort.

Well I
knew just the old wife to question about it.

A
metallic echo filled the room and Badru said, “Dinner is ready.
Shall we save the game until afterwards, Sir Percival?”


“Indeed.”

Badru’s
mother, still in black, came in and clapped her hands. Almost
immediately servants carrying metal trays followed. Badru stood up
and carefully lifted the chessboard and took it to a table at the
side of the room to give space for the serving dishes. “As is the
custom we’ve engaged some local performers to entertain our
guests.”


“Delightful,” Sir Percival said. He was probably hoping to
see some bare-chested Aladdin-types.

Badru’s
mother sat on the cushion to my right, and Hasina and Shemei sat
either side of me and began offering me interestingly-spiced food
from the dishes. I wasn’t quite sure what to make of this, and
caught Sir Percival’s startled glance in my direction. I hid a
smile as he looked hopefully towards the male servants in case
they’d do the same for him, but they ignored his silent
plea.

The
entertainment turned out to be several men with flutes and drums
and a female dancer who whirled around and then did strange things
with her stomach in time to the wailing noises and unusual
drumbeat. According to the applause they were quite the bee’s
knees, although I couldn’t see them topping the bill at the
Adelphi. They bowed towards us at the end of their session and were
ushered out

A huge
yawn made its move on me and I managed to hide it behind my hand
hopefully before any offence was caused. This exotic travel seemed
to be rather tiring (not to mention the recent bathing
activity).

I
cleared my throat and said to Badru, “Would you be too offended if
I called it a night?”

“No, no,
Miss Lovelady, I am fully aware of the strains on the body travel
takes.”

At a
glance from Badru’s mother, Hasina and Shemei lithely stood up and
helped me to my feet.

“Good
night, Sir Percival.”

“Miss
Lovelady,” he replied, hiding his disappointment at such personal
service by eyeing the chess set.

Gas
lamps had been lit as the day had somehow morphed into night
without me noticing. With the two servants either side of me I was
led through the house and through a wooden door. A gorgeously
decorated wooden bed lay before me with mirrors on the walls and
the ubiquitous low furniture around the room. My eyelids felt like
lead weights and I could only manage to open them momentarily to
see what was going on. I stumbled and luckily one of the girls held
me up (I’m not sure which one). I felt my dress being expertly
removed from me and another, looser item of clothing pulled down
over my head. Another glance told me the covers had been pulled
back and then I fell into what felt like a cloud.
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My
dreams were filled with strange misshapen creatures and the
Egyptian language I’d heard the servants and Badru’s mother use.
Lots of chanting seemed to be going on in a very large flickering
torch-lit room. One of the funny things I noticed was that there
were an awful lot of females in attendance, and it seemed that they
were worshipping me. I couldn’t see any men. I also felt something
on my head and partially covering my eyes, like a head-dress or
something.

Then the
strange dream-distortion cleared and I saw a creature with a human
body but a dog-like head standing before me. Its eyes glared hatred
and its fangs were bared. I sat in a throne-type chair and only
felt mild annoyance at its presence. Then it came to me – this was
the figure I’d seen in the dust cloud! What was it?

It ran
at me swinging its arm and I heard lots of screams, then I fell
upwards.

I jerked
awake in the bed, sweat sticking the cotton sheets to my
body.
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I found
I’d somehow fallen back to sleep and woke to see sunlight lighting
up my room. The dream stayed with me and I felt I should make some
enquiries about it. What was the dog-headed being that I’d now seen
twice? My first port of call though was the bathroom. The covers
seemed rather heavy and I forced myself to lift them up and roll
over and out of the bed. Luckily it was low to the ground or I’d
probably damage something on the rug-covered marble
floor.

Using
the bed for balance I lifted myself up and found I wore a
delightful red silk nightgown. I wondered if they’d let me take in
back to Britain with me?

I
recognised the bedroom door and looking round saw another one to
the side. I sincerely hoped it led to the bathroom as whatever it
was Hasina and Shemei had fed me last night was making its presence
felt.

Luckily
it was and I breathed a sigh of relief at the European-style
plumbing.

When I
got back into the bedroom the two servant girls were waiting for
me.

I smiled
at them, “Hello, thank you for making sure I got into bed last
night.”

They
mumbled something along the lines of ‘you’re welcome’.

I got
the distinct impression that they didn’t seem to want to meet my
eyes. Perhaps I’d better not request another bath then? Oh well,
their loss.

But
there was something I wanted to know about. “Tell me about my
hair,” I directed at Shemei.

She gave
a scared look to her colleague and clammed up. Well, I wasn’t above
mucking about if I wanted something, so I sat on the bed and
crossed my legs (feeling the delightful silk gown caress my
skin).

I looked
at the two of them and raised my eyebrows questioningly. As I
guessed it would, a flurry of quick Egyptian passed between the
two.

Hasina
nervously swallowed and said, “We’re here to help you get dressed,
Miss.”

I stayed
sitting down and coyly played with my pink hair while looking at
them. Another burst of Egyptian and meaningful looks
ensued.


Apparently it was Shemei’s turn to plead as she turned to me,
dropped to her knees and prostrated herself arms flat on the floor
towards me. I sat still as a statue, shocked to my core.

“Please,
Miss, don’t ask us,” Hasina said, tears threatening to fall from
her kohl-rimmed eyes.

No, I
couldn’t do this to them. I needed to head further up the chain of
command.

I
relented and after a quick wash to remove last night’s sweat, let
them dress me in another of the cool white dresses. Shemei placed
another decorative headpiece on my hair.

Badru’s
mother though was in for some tough questions when I next saw
her.

 


 



 


Nine

 


 



Unfortunately the lady in black was nowhere to be seen in the
dining room at breakfast. Sir Percival arrived, thankfully in a
different outfit, and additionally thankfully I detected the scent
of soap about his person.

The low
table was set for breakfast with sliced fruits and juices ready to
be consumed. I was rather pleased to see that Badru had imported
the habit of tea.

Once
again Shemei and Hasina sat either side of me to serve me (which I
could quite happily get used to, although I doubt Mrs Miggins would
be appreciative of such a request). Sir Percival gave Badru some
meaningful glances at this activity in the hope that some male
servant would do the same for him, but his school-hood chum feigned
not to notice and seemed to treat it as something quite normal,
giving a polite, “Miss Lovelady.”

“Your
mother not joining us?”

He
flashed a gold-toothed smile, “No she is… unwell.”

“Oh, I’m
so sorry to hear that. Is there anything I can help
with?”

“Er, no.
Thank you for your concern.”

Clearing
his throat in a slightly aggrieved tone at the personal service I’d
received Sir Percival said, “Badru had offered to take us around
some of the historic sights today.”


“Splendid, I’d be most interested in visiting… Er, what was
it, Sir Percival?”

“The
Pyramids?”

“No,
that other thing?”

“The
Sphinx?”

“Yes.
I’d be most interested in seeing it up close.”

Badru
choked on some tea and one of the servants came to his
aid.

“Are you
quite alright, old chum?” Sir Percival enquired.

After a
few smaller coughs and a heavy-handed slap on his back, Badru
managed to squeak a, “Fine, thank you!”

I then
noticed that Shemei and Hasina had frozen into place either side of
me.

To say
that I felt there was something going on was like saying that
aetheric experimentation was a damned dangerous job. Even for a
girl like me.

Curious,
I turned to raise a querying eyebrow at the delightful dark eyes of
Shemei. “Will you be accompanying us?” I asked, to break the
awkward silence.

Her eyes
flicked to Hasina’s (as I surmised they would – they seemed to like
doing things together, which gave some delightful aspects to
yesterday’s bath).

Hasina’s
eyes flicked to Badru, “Er, if our master wishes.”

Quite
some silent communication went on at that I can tell you, seemingly
straight over Sir Percival’s head as he was happily munching on a
banana at the time.


Apparently the outcome was that, yes, they’d be allowed to
accompany me. With everyone making such a to-do about it it just
made a curious girl like myself doubly determined to visit
it.

Why on
earth was it of such import?

 



 


Ten

 


 


Camels
again. I suppose I should have guessed. I think I was given the
same one, at least I believe it had the same smell.

I
declined the offer of a far nicer looking parasol to keep the sun
from me – I wasn’t going anywhere without my trusty umbrella. I
knew it wasn’t the same one that prevented me falling to my death
from a certain (un-named) airship, but I somehow felt safer with
one of the similar type by my side. Or, in this case, over my head
keeping the suns burning rays from me.

This
time our camel train was longer, with a male servant for Badru and
Sir Percival, and both Shemei and Hasina accompanying myself. The
gates were opened and I felt the dry air outside try to suck all
the moisture from me.

We
headed as straight as the roads and alleyways of Cairo permitted to
the Pyramids. At times they were like two vast weights pressing
down onto the ground, seeming to deform the earth and making our
travel towards them easier.

Slowly
the strange sight of the Sphinx came into view. I could now make
out the lion-part of its body. We rode between the pyramids seeing
the massive stone blocks in their construction. The distance
between Shemei’s camel and that of the male servant in front of her
slowly lengthened until we lost sight of him. As soon as that
happened Shemei turned back to me and grabbed my camel’s
reins.

“What is
going on?” I queried, but she shook her head.

Glancing
back I saw Hasina look around us and with a nod to her compatriot
we took a different route.

“We wish
to show you the image,” Shemei quietly replied.

“Image
of what?”

“Your
hair.”

My hair?
What the devil was going on now about my hair? The cloak and dagger
style was getting to me and I wondered if I should refuse and ride
back to stay with the others. But surely Badru and the servant
already knew about this?

Before I
could act I was startled to see a shadow seem to detach itself from
the side of the pyramid and resolve itself into Badru’s mother. If
she was here then it had to be safe. She came up to my camel and
took the reins from Shemei, saying something similar to what I
thought was a honorific to me in the process. So she wasn’t unwell.
Curiouser and curiouser.

 


 



 


Eleven

 


 


We
headed down alongside the pyramid, towards the Nile. All three of
my secretive companions continually looked around us; for what was
a mystery. Was there danger involved in this outing?

Shemei
rode up to me and handed me a sand-coloured robe, “Please put it
on, and close the umbrella,” she said, not forgetting the honorific
at the end.

I did as
told, noticing the cloth was the same colour as the huge sandstone
blocks we rode past.

A human
shape wearing another sand-coloured hooded robe emerged from
between two of the massive stone blocks. Badru’s mother went up to
them and had a whispered conversation for a few moments, with the
result that she gave quick hand gestures to Shemei and Hasina. On
cue they slid off their camels and came over to help me down from
mine. The hooded shape took her own robe off and handed it to
Badru’s mother who quickly put it on, covering her normal black
clothes. The figure turned out to be another dark-haired lady who
looked slightly older than Shemei and Hasina. She took the reins
from all three camels, seemingly to bow slightly before taking
mine, then moved a short way away from the pyramid as if to shield
us from sight.

With an
impatient sound Badru’s mother indicated we needed to continue to
follow her. With Shemei and Hasina to my front and rear, and the
camels hiding us we did so.

Our
destination was a deep gap between two of the massive stone blocks
at the base of the pyramid. It looked like just a dead-end but
Badru’s mother stopped in front of what looked like the side of
another plain stone block and pulled it to the side. From within
her black clothes she produced a key and put it into a small black
hole. Quite to my surprise it turned out that she’d unlocked a
camouflaged door. Quickly pushing it open she ushered us
inside.

In
comparison to the bright harsh sunlight outside, cool deep
blackness welcomed us behind the door. As soon as Hasina slipped
in, Badru’s mother closed the door. I felt someone’s hand grip my
arm and pull me forwards as if they thought I couldn’t see, but my
strange aetheric eyesight showed me faint purple outlines of our
surroundings.

With the
sound of a match being struck light flared behind me. The glow of a
lantern slowly increased helping my sight even more. Great stone
blocks to either side and above us created a tunnel. This was most
interesting.

Badru’s
mother held the lantern and passed us by to take the lead. I held
my umbrella close as we headed along the tunnel and then down stone
steps with again Shemei in front of me and Hasina behind. Quite
what use I’d put it to whilst underneath millions of tonnes of
stone was beyond me, but I wasn’t going anywhere without
it.


Hieroglyphics covered the stone walls and ceiling. How far
would the tunnel go? Where would it lead to?

I’d come
this far, I was determined to see it to the end.

 


 



 


Twelve

 


 


My legs
were beginning to tire and I hoped we’d soon come to our
destination. I’d completely lost any sense of time and direction I
had after all the steps down and steps up and the twists and turns
our route took. We’d also passed by several other openings leading
off the tunnel we took. Without anyone to lead me I’d be
irrevocably lost. Were we even still underneath the
pyramid?

So it
was with quite some relief that after going up yet another set of
steps I found myself at the entrance of a large chamber with
Badru’s mother smiling at me. Apparently we had arrived at our
destination. I stopped in shock so quickly that Hasina bumped into
my back. It was the chamber I remembered from my dream.

 


 



 


Thirteen

 


 


The
lantern light only lit up a small part of the large chamber, but my
aetheric eyesight showed me much more. I felt it prudent not to
advertise the fact. What I saw was astonishing – the walls and
ceiling were covered with the most beautiful hieroglyphics. With a
sort of reverential awe I slowly walked around trying to see as
much of it as I could. Badru’s mother accompanied me and I noticed
Shemei and Hasina stay at the entrance. The air was dry and dusty,
and stale like it had never been changed for hundreds of years. A
faint note of old incense and charcoal tickled my nose.

For the
second time I stood still in surprise as I spied the end of the
chamber and the throne in which I’d sat in my dream.

“There,”
I whispered excitedly, feeling like I was in a holy place and
raising my voice would be an affront to some deity. “That’s where I
was.”

I
hurried over the sandy floor towards it then stopped, remembering
the dog-headed figure.

“There
was a figure. With a dogs head?” I turned to Badru’s mother. “And
it did something?”

Her dark
eyes seemed to gleam in the lamplight, looking at me.
“Yes.”

With a
wrinkled finger she beckoned me to follow her, which was towards
the dais and up the few stone steps to the throne itself. I saw it
was carved from stone and had human images carved into it. The main
one was of a female with pink hair.

 


 



 


Fourteen

 


 


With
excitement shining from her face Badru’s mother indicated I should
sit down on the throne. But some strange feeling stopped me. This
wasn’t right, this wasn’t my throne. If I sat in it something very
bad would happen.

I
decided to avoid the issue by looking behind the throne. A huge
image on the back wall of the chamber I’d not noticed before came
into sight, some sort of confrontation between the female with pink
hair and a human figure with a dog’s head.

I swung
back to look at Badru’s mother, questions in my face. “What is
this? What does it mean? Why is this figure interested in
me?”

That
took her aback, “You’ve seen it?”

“Yes,
when I arrived.”

She
turned back and yelled in Egyptian at Shemei and Hasina down the
other end of the chamber. They hurried forwards looking like the
world was about to end.

“Where
did you see it?”

“At the
airship dock when I arrived.”

Speedy
spoken Egyptian ensued between her and the two servants. The result
of which was that Shemei hurried back towards the end of the
chamber and out, while Hasina stayed put. What was going
on?

I was
standing behind the throne, with its back to me. In the darkness I
noticed a pattern of faint purple outlines running over it, looking
like a spider’s web. At its centre wasn’t a spider, but a human
figure.

Badru’s
mother noticed my interest in it and moved the lantern closer
thinking to help me see it more clearly. “What is it?” she asked,
peering at the back trying to see what I was looking at. But the
faint lines faded from my vision in the lantern light. In normal
light the back of the throne was just plain stone. What was going
on?


Remembering where the human image was I wondered if I could
feel the pattern, but when my fingers touched the spot I almost
cried out in shock as the figure sank slightly into the seemingly
solid stone. At the base of the throne a block of stone roughly a
foot long and an inch thick clicked out. Dust from it slowly fell
to the stone floor. Badru’s mother jerked back in
surprise.

My heart
was in my mouth as I reached down and pulled at the stone. It was a
drawer. Lying on it was a beautiful carving, roughly six inches
long, of a female figure. With pink hair.

 


 



 


Fifteen

 


 


Badru’s
mother whispered something that sounded like swear words, but in
Egyptian. I completely understood her feelings.


Carefully I reached for the figure and picked it up. It was
cold and heavy for its small size. The carving was exquisite; I
could almost see every pink hair on its head.

There
was something else in the drawer that was only now visible. Holding
my umbrella against my side with my elbow I reached in with my
other hand and picked up a stone-handled black bladed
knife.

Quite to
my surprise Badru’s mother sat down on the stone dais with a thump.
Were these some holy relics I’d just found? Had I just desecrated
some religious site?

With
trembling hands Badru’s mother reached out to touch the small
figurine, quietly whispering to herself all the time.

“What is
it?” I asked her.

Her eyes
flicked up to mine and then further up to my hair.

“It is
you,” she whispered, awestruck.

This was
getting silly. It obviously wasn’t me, it was just some statue that
someone had made thousands of years ago. I felt the urgent need to
get back to sanity and away from this weird quasi-religious
mummery. But before then I needed the answer to something. With the
black-bladed knife I indicated the dog-headed figure carved into
the wall behind me. “What is that?”

Her eyes
flicked upwards to see what I indicated, then quickly back down
again. “It is a god.”

I looked
behind me, just to confirm that, yes, the pink-haired female figure
was fighting a god.

Just
what I needed.

 


 



 


Sixteen

 


 


I didn’t
notice the time it took for us to retrace our steps back to the
camouflaged door, my thoughts were with the knife and the figurine
that I just didn’t want to put down.

As soon
as Hasina saw the little statuette she looked like she’d swallow
her tongue in surprise, luckily some harsh-sounding words from
Badru’s mother prevented any of that silly fainting
nonsense.

Shemei
met us inside the door and had a quick whispered conversation with
Badru’s mother. I squinted my eyes closed against the harsh
sunlight when the door was opened. The heat was quite something as
well and took my breath away.

Another
question came to me and I tapped Badru’s mother’s shoulder to gain
her attention. “Where were we in the pyramid? The Queen’s
chamber?”

“No.
Sphinx.”

“We were
inside the Sphinx?”

“Yes.
Now we need to go.”

“Oh,
right then.” I thought it was just solid stone!

The lady
with the camels had moved a short way away to probably prevent
awkward questions as to why she was loitering suspiciously next to
a massive pyramid. Hidden by the camels we removed our robes and
Shemei, Hasina and I remounted. Badru’s mother stayed with the
other lady to more than likely let her know what had transpired
whilst we were within the Sphinx.

Shemei
again led the way around the pyramid to rejoin our companions. I
had several topics of burning interest to discuss with Sir
Percival.

 


 



 


Seventeen

 


 


As soon
as Sir Percival caught sight of us reappearing around the pyramid
he turned his camel round and rode up to me. “Are you alright, Miss
Lovelady?”


“Ye–”

“You
really must be more careful in foreign lands.”


“We–”

“I don’t
know what Mrs Miggins would say if anything happened to
you.”


“Bu–”

“Well,
thankfully you look none the worse for wear. Now back in line and
no more shilly-shallying off heaven knows where!”

He could
wait. It would make the telling far sweeter if he realised he
could’ve known sooner if he hadn’t had been such an old
fusspot.

 



~*~

 


The
statuette and knife lay on the side of the bath on a towel. I had
no wish to get them wet, nor for them to be too far away from me.
This bath was different to the previous one, not that Shemei and
Hasina were any less attentive, it was just that my mind was on
something of far more importance and I needed someone who wasn’t
already knee-deep in the situation to speak to about it.

When I
was ready Shemei again put some sort of decoration on my
hair.

I also
got the feeling that they had turned into my bodyguards as they
accompanied me everywhere I went; I even had to advise them in the
most uncertain terms that I could go to the toilet by myself, thank
you very much!

I
wrapped the knife and statuette in a wool scarf to both protect and
disguise them, though I guess Shemei knew what they were (most
intuitive that girl, in and out of the bath) as she made sure to
wriggle between Sir Percival and myself at the low dinner table. As
I didn’t want to discuss the situation in her hearing with him
(even though she knew most of it) I kept mum and ate what she and
Hasina fed me.


Thankfully there was no entertainment laid on - I wasn’t too
enamoured of the group from last night and I could imagine Sir
Percival’s nightmares at what the lady made her stomach do, so
there was a good chance I’d get to speak to him before he retired
to bed.

But my
plans were waylaid by a massive yawn that crept up and pounced
before I could adequately smother it.

“Tired,
Miss Lovelady?” Badru enquired.

I
managed to mumble, “Unfortunately so. But if I could have a few
moments of Sir Percival’s time before he retires?”

My
overly heavy eyelids almost made me miss his nod of assent.
Blackness seemed to be surrounding me on all sides. This didn’t
seem to be my normal tiredness. I got unsteadily up from the
cushion, using the table for balance and grabbed onto Hasina’s arm
with enough force to make her squeal in protest.

“Miss
Lovelady?” Sir Percival asked, concerned, but seemingly from
several hundred yards away.

What was
going on?

I tried
to speak but nothing came out. What could I do to make him aware of
the situation? I let go of Hasina’s arm and fell to the cushion,
grabbed the scarf containing the knife and figurine on the table
and thrust it towards him.


Blackness enveloped me.

 


 



 


Eighteen

 


 



Flickering torches lit the chamber and the faces of the women
facing towards me on the throne. A weight was on my head and partly
covered my eyes so I couldn’t fully see around myself.

The
dog-headed figure stood before me, but now I could see he was more
wolf-like. He was massive, at least eight feet tall. Muscles
gleamed on his shiny dark body, his head was covered with white
fur, his red eyes gleamed at me and his fangs looked sharp and
ready for action. Two muscular women stood either side of him,
armed with metal blades, my guards.

“Why
have you come before me?” I said in a commanding tone.

A snarl
came from his throat making his words difficult to understand, “The
Pharaoh wishes to see the end of us.”

This I
knew since he’d told me of his plans to rid Egypt of the old gods a
while ago.

“What do
you want me to do, Wepwawet? The Pharaoh has his own
mind–”

“Speak
to him,” he growled, interrupting me. A bad move - no-one
interrupted me, except for the Pharaoh, and even he thought twice
about doing it again.

“No.
Your time is at an end.”

“Speak
to him or your spirit will not find rest in the
afterlife.”

Anger
flared, “You dare threaten me?” I hissed.

His
voice roared, “I am a GOD! YOU WORSHIP ME!”

“Did,
Wepwawet. No more. Take him away!”

Before
the guards could move he bounded up the steps towards me, snarling,
a hairy muscular arm swinging from around his back with a knife in
his hand. I was expecting this and brought out a stone-handled
black-bladed knife. Guards either side of my throne leapt into
action but were too weak to prevent his knife from punching into my
chest, slicing my heart, just as mine severed his throat, his sharp
teeth inches from my face.

Screams
filled the chamber.

 


 



 


Nineteen

 


 


I woke
shuddering, adrenalin rushing through my body, my heart slamming
like an out of control engine. Sweat stuck the sheets to me as I
tried to kick them off, my throat felt raw like I’d been
screaming.


Desperately I looked around for attackers. I wasn’t in the
chamber. Gradually my breathing calmed down and I became aware of a
short black figure sitting at the bottom of my bed, Badru’s
mother.

“Wha–?”
I croaked, then dry swallowed to moisten my mouth. “What is going
on? What are you doing to me?”

Her eyes
were bright in the low gaslight. “Come,” she said, getting up and
handing me a silk wrap.


“Where?”

“To get
answers.”

My
screams must have woken the whole household as servants were
wandering around looking worried and dishevelled in their
sleepwear. Badru’s mother told them to go back to bed as she led me
in a direction I remembered as being to the dining room.

We
entered and I saw Badru and Sir Percival sitting at the table. He
quickly stood up and came towards me, concern on his hairy
face.

“Are you
alright, Miss Lovelady? We heard screams.”

“No,
something is going on that I know nothing about, but it directly
involves me.”

“You
mean the knife and figure you gave me?”

“That’s
part of it.”

“She
knows a lot about it,” I indicated Badru’s mother, and saw Shemei
and Hasina enter the room behind her. “And I suspect Badru as
well.”

He
turned to face his old school chum, “Baddy? What’s going
on?”

“You
have the items, Sir Percival?” I asked. I felt the need to have the
knife and figurine close to me.

“Yes,”
he turned back to the table and picked them up. They were resting
on the scarf and looked undamaged.

Quickly
I took them from him, feeling slightly better now they were with
me.

Turning
to Badru’s mother I said, “Speak.”

“Please
sit down,” Badru said.

I made
to sit on the cushion but the vivid memory of sitting on the throne
and being killed made me quickly get up and walk around again,
“Thank you, no.”

Badru’s
mother began talking, “Wepwawet is hunting your spirit–”


“Wepwawhat?” I interrupted, as Sir Percival sat back down in
surprise.

“The
wolf-headed god, the Opener of the Ways, is hunting your spirit for
killing him with the sky knife,” her hand indicated the
black-bladed knife I gripped.

“Why?” I
asked.

“Um, who
is Wepwawet? Don’t you mean Anubis?” Sir Percival said trying to
show off his ancient Egyptian knowledge.

We
ignored him.

“Before
you both lost your lives he said he’d prevent your spirit from
finding rest in the afterlife.”

“But I’m
not her,” I held up the statuette to show who I meant, then pointed
it at my hair, “And this is just a side-effect of something Sir
Percival gave me.”

“You
said you’ve seen the figure before?”

“Well,
yes?”

“And you
found the statuette and knife?”


“So?”

“Her
spirit lives on in you. And he wants to kill it.”

What
nonsense was this? Perhaps coming to Egypt was a mistake. Maybe we
should go somewhere sensible? Like Switzerland? I’ve always wanted
to see a cuckoo-clock being made. I also hear they make rather nice
chocolate.

I looked
at Sir Percival, “Does any of this make sense to you?”


“Egyptians are rather fond of their gods. But you said you’d
seen this god already? Where?”

“When we
arrived, in the dust cloud when the engine accidentally fired up
again. It… looked at me.”

He
indicated the knife and figurine I held, “And you found those
yesterday?”

I
nodded, “Yes, in the Sphinx.

“In the Sphinx?” His hairy eyebrows
climbed up under his extreme hirsuteness in surprise.

“Yes,
behind the throne in the chamber in the Sphinx.”

“There’s a–?”

“Just
follow me with this, Sir Percival.”

He
looked over at Badru for some help but just received a shrug in
reply.

“And
just what did you know about this, Badru?” he asked
accusingly.

Badru’s
eyes flicked to his mother. “My mother is a priestess. A descendant
of the priestess in charge of looking after–” his head indicated
the pink-haired figurine I held.

“And a
god wishes to kill Miss Lovelady?”

“It
would appear so, Sir Percival,” he said quietly.

“How do
we stop it?” he turned to Badru’s mother.

I could
have hugged him, but decided against it.

I, too,
looked in her direction.

She
looked back at me, “You must right the wrong.”

“What
wrong?”

“Killing
a god.”

The
image of the snarling wolf’s head inches from my own and the
feeling of the knife in my chest flashed into my mind. “But he
killed me!”

“It was
not his time. The power of the old gods has waned over the
millennia until barely no-one knows about them anymore. You took
his life before it was due to fade from memory.”

“How am
I supposed to right that!?”

“You
must go back to when it happened.”

I looked
at Sir Percival in case he could make sense of what she’d just
said.

“Um, my
dear–?” he began to ask her.

“She
must go back to the chamber and right the wrong or he will kill
her.”

“Isn’t he going to kill the me then anyway?

“Yes, but it was your
time.”

I stood
still looking at her. The words she’d used were so close to
Katherine’s when she spoke to me in my vision that chills ran up
and down my spine. I knew then I had to do this.

 


 



 


Twenty

 


 


We set out almost at once for the pyramids. I knew that if I
was going to do this I’d better not have too much time to think
about it; rather like one of the more ambitious aetheric
experiments Sir Percival and I did back home. The camels were
saddled as we changed back into daywear – the night was still warm
enough for it - and Hasina had been told to run ahead and get the
other lady ready. This time I was permitted to ride next to Sir
Percival to quietly inform him of all that had been going on. He
was rather excited to be entering into a pyramid
and the sphinx - all his
boyhood Egyptian dreams were due to come true. If there was a mummy
involved as well then I’m sure his copious hair would spontaneously
combust in excitement.

The
pyramids were huge black shapes blocking out the night sky as we
left the sounds of urban Cairo behind us.

We
carried lanterns and it was rather romantic as we swayed unsteadily
up to the massive structures. I could make out the Sphinx’s head by
the way the lights of Cairo were obscured.

This
time we headed straight for the gap, and found Hasina and the other
lady waiting for us.

Shemei
helped me down as Hasina helped Badru’s mother dismount, or rather
kept out of her way as she was as nimble on a camel as a monkey in
a tree.

The
knife and statuette were wrapped in the scarf and safe next to my
body in a pocket. My trusty umbrella was by my side.

The
strange lady balked at seeing Sir Percival. I knew the feeling, but
it turned out that it was because he was a male. After a whispered
conversation between her and Badru’s mother she relented. Badru was
apparently fine, probably due to being the son of a priestess. The
lady manoeuvred the camels to prevent the lantern lights from being
seen too much as we all headed between the massive stone blocks to
the camouflaged door.

Sir
Percival almost exploded with excitement as we entered into the
tunnel, so much so that I felt it only prudent to poke him with my
umbrella and growl a warning when he loitered too long looking at
the hieroglyphics.

Again
the lanterns aided my strange aetheric sight as we followed Badru’s
mother through the labyrinth of tunnels. Even after this second
time in them I’d still be completely lost on my own.

The only
sounds were our breathing and the sand under our sandals as we
walked over it.

After
what felt like a shorter time we walked up the steps and into the
chamber, where something most inexplicable was meant to
happen.

 


 



 


Twenty-One

 


 


Like
some over-excited dog with two tails and three noses Sir Percival
rushed around the chamber with his lantern hither and yon trying to
see as much of it as he could. I gave Badru’s mother an apologetic
look and hoped he’d calm down shortly.

“What do
you want me to do?” I asked her.

“Sit on
the throne.”

I had an
inkling that would be required. I’d shied away from doing it the
first time she made the request because of a strange doom-feeling.
Maybe I’d be more prepared this time, after having found the knife
and figurine, and had a further dream-type vision?

While
Badru stayed at the entrance, Shemei and Hasina walked either side
of me with their lanterns with Badru’s mother following behind. It
felt strangely like a procession as we approached the
dais.

Sir
Percival seemed to have found some interesting carvings on the
wall.

I got to
the first step and stopped with one foot on it. Shemei and Hasina
continued up glancing at me as they went to stand either side of
the throne. I turned to look at Badru’s mother. “Just to be
absolutely certain of this, I am not meant to kill this Wepwawet,
but he is meant to kill me?”


“Yes.”

“It
feels sort of… one-sided? What if we don’t kill each other? What
happens then?”

She
thought about it for a few moments and said, “I don’t know. I only
know that he’s not meant to be killed.”


Fine.

With a
sigh I continued up the steps and stood in front of the throne
looking down at it. It didn’t look very grand, just plain sandstone
carved into shape. Were there any other hidden drawers or sliding
panels in it? Would there be anything to help me? I doubted
it.

With
Shemei and Hasina’s dark eyes watching me I turned round looking
out over the dark chamber towards the far end, where Badru stood at
the entrance. Sir Percival was examining hieroglyphics on the
right-hand side of the chamber. Badru’s mother stood on the steps
down to my left. I held the figurine in my right hand, the knife in
my left. My umbrella was tucked under my right elbow.

A
feeling of ‘I shouldn’t do this!’ ran through me.

I sat
down.

 


 



 


Twenty-Two

 


 


In the
blink of an eye the chamber went from near dark and virtually
empty, to well-lit and full, but with a faint purple overlay. A
crowd of women stood either side of the chamber to provide a
walkway towards my throne in the centre.

I jumped in surprise at sensing someone else in my head,
looking through my eyes, feeling my feelings. I raised my hand and
saw a faint purple glow around it. I was me, but someone else
was me as
well.

Who are you?

Alice.

Are you a god?

What? No. We share the same spirit.

She
seemed very calm about the situation. Maybe this was what gods did
all the time?

Why are you in my body?

I’m here to stop something from happening.

Why?

In my time something bad will happen.

Your time?

I’m from your future.

Future?

It happens many, many years from this time.

A sound
came from the entrance breaking my internal conversation. I knew it
was to indicate that someone had arrived.

I felt
our spirits merge, knowing what she knew, remembering what she
remembered.

A faint
light caught my eye and I looked down to my left to see a hazy
purple outline of Badru’s mother standing on the steps looking up
at me. Another faint light was to my left and I turned to see the
unusual spectacle of a strong female guard somehow overlapping with
a faint purple Shemei. Turning to my right Hasina shared space with
another female guard. Was he? I looked to my right and saw a faint
shadowy purple Sir Percival examining the wall.

A male! Here!

He’s with me. He’s harmless.

He’s wearing a very strange wig. Oh.

Indeed.

Like a
bird ruffling its feathers after being upset I felt her settle
down.

The
crowd quietened in a wave from the entrance to the throne steps as
everyone turned to see what was happening. Whispers began as a
large wolf-headed figure appeared accompanied by guards to each
side, one of whom walked right through a faint purple Badru.
Wepwawet’s steps seemed to falter as he entered and headed towards
me. Had he sensed Badru’s presence in my time?

What was
I meant to do again? Oh yes, let myself be killed.

What! Why?

I felt
our bond stretch to almost breaking point. Somehow I knew that if
broke I’d never get the chance to do this again!

To prevent what happens in the future! I am you. You are me.
Trust me.

After
what felt like a lifetime I felt our spirits merge again and she
warily settled down, like a cat feigning sleep but ready to wake
and pounce in an instant. It was the best I could hope
for.

The raw
power of the god seemed to fill the chamber as he stalked towards
me between my guards. I knew from her memories he was incredibly
dangerous. The eyes of the crowd followed him as he came to a halt
at the base of the steps.

“Why
have you come before me?” I said in a commanding tone.

From the
corner of my eye I saw Badru’s mother jump in surprise. At the side
of the chamber the faint purple Sir Percival turned to look at me
open-mouthed in shock.

The
wolf-headed man sniffed the air and looked around the throne. Was
he somehow seeing the people from my time?

“The
Pharaoh wishes to see the end of us,” he growled.

He
looked at me turning his head from one side to the other as if
examining me. The umbrella slipped from underneath my elbow and
landed on the seat by my side.

“What do
you want me to do, Wepwawet? The Pharaoh has his own
mind–”

“Speak
to him!”

Anger
burst in me at his insolence.

He
raised his head sniffing as if searching for a scent, and then
looked over to where the purple ghost of Sir Percival was making
his way towards me.

“No!
Your time is at an end!”

He
turned back to me, his red eyes looking as if he was trying to
focus on an optical illusion.

“Speak
to him or your spirit will not find rest in the
afterlife!”

“You
dare threaten me?” I hissed.

“I say,
Miss Lovelady!” Sir Percival said hurrying over from the
interesting wall.


Wepwawet’s voice roared, “I am a GOD! YOU WORSHIP ME!” his
voice boomed around the chamber.

“Did,
Wepwawet. No more. Take him away!”

His
mouth began a snarl and his muscles tensed to begin the charge
towards me but he was distracted by the purple shape of Badru’s
mother scurrying across between us to intercept Sir Percival who
was at the bottom of the steps.

“Miss
Lovelady! I feel this is a very badly planned experiment! Get off
me woman!” he added trying to prevent Badru’s mother from pushing
him off the steps.

The
closest of the crowd were looking at Wepwawet and trying to see
what he was looking at.

The
umbrella dug into my side and I reached down to move it, but in the
action forgot I was holding the figurine and it dropped to the
stone floor where its head broke off. A part of me was saddened
seeing such a beautiful thing broken.

The
guards to either side of Wepwawet caught hold of his arms
preventing him from charging towards me. His eyes fell to where the
figurine lay broken, and then he looked questioningly back up to
me.

“We gods
see many things. But I have never seen anything such as
this.”

With the
two female guards still holding his arms he looked at Shemei and
Hasina to my sides who were now separate from my throne guards who
had moved in front of me and levelled their spears towards him,
then down to his side where Badru’s mother and Sir Percival
exchanged rude words in several languages, and finally at
myself.

Even
though his canine mouth was unable to form the correct syllables I
distinctly heard him attempt to say, “Miss Lovelady?”

I
nodded. “Goodbye, Wepwawet.”

He stood
for a moment in contemplation, as if seeing his future, and then
allowed himself to be led out of the silent chamber (apart from Sir
Percival and Badru’s mother exchanging, I believe, rather salty
language).

Would he have killed me?

Yes. And you would have killed him.

This has prevented what happens in the future?

I believe so.

I see you have found Shemei and Hasina.

What did
she know about them?

Um, yes?

I felt
her smile.

Go in peace.

With a
sigh of relief I stood up and found myself back in the virtually
empty chamber. A strange sense of calm stole over me marred only by
the exchange of rudeness down to my right.

I walked
a few steps and turned to look at the carving behind the throne.
The pink-haired female and the wolf-headed god now seemed slightly
friendlier towards each other, or at least knives weren’t in
evidence.

 


 



 


Twenty-Three

 


 


It appeared that our sojourn with Sir Percival’s school-hood
chum was at an end. Possibly due to Sir Percival’s interruption I
still lived, or the me then
lived and somehow disrupted something or other.
I’m sure Mr Verne would’ve had most interesting thoughts on the
matter.

Whatever
it was Badru’s mother made it quite clear that our presence was
unwanted in the house. Badru, as his priestess-mother’s son, could
but comply with her wishes.

And so
it was that we finally headed towards one of the rather nice
looking hotels strung along the Nile (not before I looked deeply
into both Shemei and Hasina’s dark seductive eyes and gave them
both lingering kisses hidden behind my trusty umbrella, and
whispered that they were very welcome to come visit me. Bathing was
optional, but most definitely on the cards).

Badru
led our camels and donkey (with our luggage) to the hotel he
recommended and dropped us off at the front entrance.

While he
and Sir Percival exchanged promises to keep in touch (unlikely) a
bell-hop came out and passed a sealed envelope to me. How did he
know me?

Quite
flummoxed by the situation I opened it and read that the Department
wished us to return immediately and that we were to get the next
available airship back home.

First
Sir Percival and now the Department were preventing me from staying
at a luxurious hotel!

I would
most certainly have words!
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Vengeance in
Venice




 


After the
airship we’re travelling on is damaged by a storm Sir Percival and
I find ourselves in Venice. I decide to make use of the unplanned
stop to achieve two of my dreams - riding in a Gondola, and going
to visit the Venice Preservation Society, where the machinery
preventing Venice from sinking is located.

 


But things
don’t go as planned as we soon discover that terror stalks the
canals. The Men of the Cog, the group responsible for the death of
Katherine, my lover, are using kidnapping, blackmail, and murder,
to gain power in the city.

 


Determined to
begin the fight back against the despicable group, Sir Percival and
I join with one of Casanova’s female descendants, and the ladies of
Venice, in an attempt to wrest the Floating City from their evil
clutches.

 








One

 


 


The
chair I sat upon sank below me yet again. With a slight cry I held
on to my teacup while hearing others in the dining room Sir
Percival and I sat in smash on the floor. I had never travelled on
a transcontinental airship while going through a storm before, and
I was thoroughly sick to the back teeth of it.

Sir
Percival (curse him) just sat in front of me amiably munching upon
a slice of rather excellent Victoria sponge. Once the airship and
my stomach regained their equilibrium I’d inform him that most of
the cake was in his beard, but for now I’d just be grateful for
saving the contents of my teacup. Thankfully I had already gained
my ‘airlegs’ (as Sir Percival so quaintly termed them) on the
journey back from Cairo so I was almost ready for the storm we met
somewhere over the Adriatic Sea.

With my
back to the overly large viewing windows I was among the first to
notice a rattled-looking gentleman in an officers uniform enter the
dining room. Nervously he looked around the large dining room,
watching the white-coated waiters clearing the mess up, then
slicked back his dark salt & pepper hair and tugged at his
uniform. Vaguely I wondered what this presaged as the number of
gold bars on his cuffs indicated he was someone of
importance.

A flash of lighting and a loud BOOM! of thunder over-rode the
sounds of the straining engines, eliciting more screams from the
fainthearted among the passengers also valiantly trying to enjoy
afternoon tea.

“Who’s
he?” I leant over to ask Sir Percival, indicating the officer with
my pink-haired head.

“Hmm?”
he said, looking around.

The
airship levelled off, or at least as near as damnation. “Most of
the cake is in your beard, you know?”

“He
appears to be the Captain, Miss Lovelady.” He then held up his
copious beard and eyed it speculatively, but I speared him with a
glare before he could do something unutterably foul, like sucking
the cake crumbs from it. “Do you think I should request some
more?”

To my
lesser dismay he began brushing the crumbs from his beard onto the
linen tablecloth. But before I could remonstrate with him about his
lack of table manners the Captain cleared his throat in one of the
quieter moments.

“Ladies
and gentlemen, if I may have your attention?”


Carefully I turned round, making sure my eyes didn’t catch
the sight from the overly large windows that surrounded the dining
room. If I could try to convince myself that I was on a rather
nicely fitted out ship floating upon the ocean, and not flying
unnaturally through the air attached to a large gasbag (and sharing
afternoon tea with one, to boot!), then I would.

The idle
chatter and occasional nervous screams of my fellow tea partakers
died down while serving staff continued to clear the broken
crockery and wipe the floor.

“Thank
you. As some of you may know, I am Captain Nansen, in charge of
this vessel. It is my sad duty to inform you that one of our
engines has taken damage from the storm, and I have taken the
decision to land to effect repairs before we continue our
journey.”

My
fellow diners took this news with dismay, whereas my joyful heart
flew up into the swaying chandelier-covered ceiling.

“The
nearest airship docks to our position are those in
Venice.”

I’m sure
someone shouted with delight. I have a sneaking suspicion it was
me, due to the looks aimed in my direction. I was quite surprised
they could hear me over the storm and engine noise.

Naturally I’d never been to Venice before, just as previously
I’d never been in Cairo before (never mind the being worshipped as
a Living God aspect). But the name had strong romantic allusions to
my mind. I didn’t really mind where we landed, just as long as I
could get my feet back onto Terra
firma again. But Venice! I could perhaps
visit the mechanical marvel being used to prevent the city sinking
further into the swamp! I’d read snippets from the newspapers that
they’d begun experimenting with aether-powered
machinery.

I took a
celebratory sip of my tea and smiled warmly at Sir Percival. I was
sure the things growing in his beard would appreciate the
cake.

“We
should be landing within the hour. Weather permitting.” Captain
Nansen gave a half-hearted little laugh at his witticism and
escaped back through the door.


“Venice,” I said to Sir Percival, my eyes glittering with
unsuppressed excitement.


“Indeed.”

I was so
excited I overlooked his surreptitious beard-munching and
thoughtful look out of the cloud-infested windows.

Venice!
How much fun could a mechanically-minded girl have there? I would
be unwavering in my quest to find out!

 


 



 


Two

 


 



Determined to be first off the airship and to investigate the
sights of Venice, I harried Sir Percival unmercifully with my
trusty umbrella (much to his annoyance) into speedily getting ready
for the landing. I’d quickly changed into my dark green travelling
dress and hat and hoped there was a high tide so the machinery,
said to be one of the modern mechanical Wonders of the World, would
be put to use.

Before
us at the disembarkation point stood two large wooden doors with,
in front of them, two burly crewmen looking all spick and span in
their white uniforms. So far they’d successfully ignored Sir
Percival’s romantic overtures, whether because they didn’t
understand him or had no interest in someone quite so hairy I
didn’t enquire.

The
sound of grumbling from our fellow passengers came from behind me.
It appeared that even though they were unhappy about their journey
being delayed they still wanted to see the sights as I did. I gave
those that attempted to usurp our place at the head of the line a
menacing twirl of my umbrella and a meaningful glare. They soon
thought twice about their actions.

I
glanced through the windows at our destination as we came into
land. The red tiled rooves shone wetly and the sun threatened to
show its face through the thinning dark storm clouds. It looked
delightful, although wet.

Holding
onto the railing, I felt, more than heard, the sound of the
remaining engines throttling back as we neared the airship dock.
Various incoherent shouts came to us as the crew and those on the
dock below told each other what to do.

And then
we bounced, and settled. We were down.


Impatiently I waited for the crewmen to open the doors and
let me explore Venice. Were they waiting for something? But what? I
silently fumed, imagining sticking the business-end of my umbrella
somewhere they wouldn’t like so they’d open the doors.

A loud
voice interrupted my musings, “Ladies and gentlemen!” I turned, it
was the Captain again, looking relieved that the airship wouldn’t
take any more damage. “I apologise for delaying your visit. I felt
it necessary to make enquiries about when we could depart after
making repairs. And I’m happy to say that we should be airborne
again in only a few hours.”

A few
glad voices met this announcement, but not mine. Botheration! Only
a few hours? What could I see in that short time?

The
Captain nodded to the crewmen who unlocked the doors, and
successfully avoided Sir Percival’s last attempt to attract their
attention as I dragged him down the wooden gangplank.

The smell of freshly washed warm air met us and I took a deep
lungful. It appeared that the storm had broken, leaving just a very
wet city, that was already wet. Although Venice was a major urban
area it hadn’t succumbed, or rather couldn’t succumb, to the mass
transit steam-engine system of London, mainly because of the
ubiquitous canals. It was rather splendid after suffering through
the smoggy air of London and the oppressive heat of
Cairo.

I looked
round in case any ancient Gods took an interest in me, and listened
out for the sound of screams, but it just seemed very busy
place.

One
thing I’d always dreamt of doing as soon as I’d even learned Venice
existed was to ride on a Gondola. Perhaps I could combine that with
a visit to the building housing Venice’s mechanical
saviour?

So it
was that I, with Sir Percival firmly in hand, headed to the first
person in a uniform on the ground and said, “Gondola?”

After
his first confused sight of my pink hair poking out from under my
hat he smiled and indicated with his arm what at first appeared to
be a dip in the ground where people’s heads bobbed up and
down.

I smiled
my thanks and gripped Sir Percival’s arm tightly, tearing him away
from making a fool of himself by eyeing up after another male in
uniform.

“But
Miss Lovelady!” he protested.

“We have
but a few short hours, Sir Percival!”

“I know,
But–!”


Naturally I ignored him and looked to find a likely contender
to convey us through the historic canals.

In a
somewhat strange repeat of our arrival at Cairo with the
camel-wranglers, as soon as the gondoliers spied us they cried out
for us to partake of their services. I noticed with a jaundiced eye
that none were of the female persuasion. Bushy moustaches, straw
hats with red and blue ribbons down the back, and
horizontal-striped tops seemed to be the uniform of choice. Their
determination to gain our attention appeared to cheer Sir Percival
up no end after his lack of success with the crewmen earlier. Maybe
he would strike lucky, like I did in Cairo with the most
delightfully attentive Shemei and Hasina?

Like a
runner sprinting to the tape one sprightly chap with a dark tanned
complexion and a very large bushy black moustache jumped from boat
to boat until he burst through the yelling throng and made great
show of jumping onto the dock and bowing deeply at us. I glanced at
Sir Percival to gauge his thoughts and noticed him eyeing the man’s
muscular chest as he rose back up. It must have been a consequence
of all that rowing that he looked to be a well-built
fellow.

Now that
I was achieving one of my dreams I felt rather magnanimous to Sir
Percival and decided to take up the man’s offer, hoping I wouldn’t
rue my decision later.

“Sir
Percival? The cost?” I whispered to his un-listening
ear.

“Later,
later,” he murmured in reply, whether to mean he’d answer me later,
or something he was fervently wishing to do later with the
gondolier, I didn’t wish to clarify. And as he was seemingly going
to pay I didn’t press the issue.

With
grumbles from his fellow boat-wranglers our chap retrieved his boat
and brought it to the canal side.


“Laydee,” the gondolier said in gruff heavily accented
English, taking my hand and helping me down and settle into his
bobbing craft. His eyes seemed to sparkle as they took in my pink
hair, which I was rather used to these days. “An’ gennelman,” he
added, taking Sir Percival’s forearm and making sure he was seated
next to me.

Inwardly
I sighed at Sir Percival’s obvious perkiness.

“We only
have a few hours?” I appraised our chap.

“Si,
si,” was the gruff reply as he poled us off along the
canal.

“Now,
now Miss Lovelady, mustn’t distract the fellow. Must be dashed
tricky navigating these canals, y’know.”

Words
failed me, just as Sir Percival failed to see the look of shock on
my face at his comment. The gondolier apparently hadn’t as he
choked a cough out. A little voice in my head told me that this
chap bore some scrutiny.

“San’
Mark Square?” the chap asked our destination, suggesting one of the
main tourist areas.

But I
replied, “The Venice Preservation Society building.”

He seemed rather taken aback, but I saw him glance at my hair
and seemingly nod slightly to himself. “Si. I take you quick no tourista route. Si?”


“Please.”

I settle
back to live my dream.

 


 



 


Three

 


 


Our
gondolier seemed to have memorised the whole of the history of
Venice as he gutturally regaled us with stories of who lived where
and what the buildings were used for while we passed them on the
gentle waves.

“I say,
we don’t know your name?” said Sir Percival, turning round and
interrupting the chap.

If I
hadn’t already been suspicious I’d have missed the little start he
gave and the slightly tighter grip on the long oar.

“My, er
name is Fran er… cesco, Francesco, si. See, verra old houses, si?”
he added gesticulating at the walls surrounding us with a free
hand.

Well, if
that wasn’t a useless attempt to deflect the conversation I didn’t
know what was.

“And do
you live near here?” Sir Percival continued relentlessly, and
possibly smiling, although I admit it is rather difficult to tell
what with the amount of facial hair he has.

Normally
I’d have poked Sir Percival with my umbrella for being particularly
annoying, but I too want to hear the answer.

“No, I
live, er, many mile thataway,” his hand flung out a direction, and
I knew he was lying. There may be several reasons for that, the
main one, of course being avoiding Sir Percival’s romantic
interest. But as nothing untoward seems to be happening I decide to
let it ride and just enjoy the journey. Thankfully Sir Percival
also got the hint and ceased his interrogation of the poor
chap.

Perhaps
not wanting to encourage more personal questions Francesco desists
his tourist patter, which I didn’t mind as with the gentle rocking
of the boat and clouds scudding across the narrow sky above the
three-storied houses, the journey seemed to have entered into a
dreamlike quality.

On our
way we passed several other gondoliers with their various cargoes
of tourists and natives. For some reason there seemed to be no
camaraderie between Francesco and others of his ilk, which seems
strange as it’s all you can do to stop London cabbies from
constantly gossiping with each other and unnecessarily delaying
journeys.

But I
was in a good mood having come down to earth, albeit a watery one,
off the airship.

“We a’
verra close now,” he said quietly.


“Excellent. Could you point it out to me?” I
asked.

“Si.” he
whispered.

We
entered into an area with thinner canals, no pedestrian walkways,
and tall buildings on either side pressing in on us and narrowing
our sight of the sky. It’s while we move into another area of dark
shadow that my inner sense of danger rings a little bell to alert
me. The only sound breaking the eerie silence is that of the pole
and the waves gently breaking against the boat and
canalside.

I glance
over at Sir Percival and realise he’s caught the same strange
feeling. As one we look up at our chap.

It’s
quite a change for someone being so effusive at the start of the
journey to be now looking as if they’re being hunted by some
mysterious beast that could spring out of nowhere.

I make
sure to keep my umbrella to hand and whisper up at him, “What is
it?”

His eyes
glance down at us and silently he raises a finger to his lips and
bushy moustache in the universal sign of ‘be particularly
quiet’.

Chills
that have no relation to the recent storm race up and down my
spine. I hoped Sir Percival had remembered to bring along some sort
of weapon, and not just the one he was hoping to show the uniformed
aircrew.

As
quietly as I can I sat up, my eyes glancing all around, ready for
something I know not what.
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Francesco whispers something in a shocked tone of voice. I
glance up at him to see what he’s looking at and then follow his
gaze forwards. A thin mist hovers over the water ahead of us. From
his tone I surmise that this is not a normal occurrence for Venice.
Ahead, the canal turns gently to our left so I cannot see if it
gets any thicker.

“Should
we go back?” I whisper up at him, for some reason I don’t want to
make too much noise and draw attention to ourselves.

He
glances down at me and, as one, we both look behind the Gondola. We
are alone on the canal. He looks back down at me and I see
something in his eye. I get the distinct feeling that he was
looking for something like this. What the devil is he up
to?

“Turn us
around!” I hiss at him, making strong hand signals that we should
go back.

A scream
cuts through the silence. There’s a lady in danger! I turn back to
face the mist and find it’s thickened unnaturally quickly, I cannot
see more than a few yards into what is now a thick fog. My strange
aetheric sight has abandoned me, just when it would prove most
useful. Does this mean it’s completely disappeared? The air is
chilled now that the fog is eating up the warm storm-cleared
sunshine. This was most definitely not mentioned in the book I
read!

My
strange sense of danger gets more strident, clamouring for
attention just as another scream sounds. The gondola jerks as
Francesco quickly rows us to where he believes it originated. This
was what the chap was looking for!

“Where
did it come from Sir Percival?” I ask, holding my umbrella in both
hands, ready to stab anything untoward.

“I don’t
know!”

The next
sound is a loud splash. Due to the thick fog Francesco uses the
ripples created as a guide to direct us towards whatever it was
that hit the water.

“The
water, Sir Percival! What is it that fell in!?”

Sir
Percival peers over the side of the Gondola into the dark water. I
would join him but feel I must keep us safe with my
umbrella.

“There!”
cries Francesco.

The
different voice initially passes me by but then I realise it wasn’t
said in a guttural, badly-accented English. But before I can voice
my confusion Francesco attaches the oar to the bow and dives into
the water.

“I say!”
Sir Percival cries out in surprise, both at the splash close by his
head and the rocking of the boat.

I’m
shocked as well but try to keep an eye all around me for anything
looking to do us harm.

More
splashes sound and I look to where they’re coming from. What
appears to be a large amount of clothing appears at the surface,
closely followed by Francesco’s hat.

A gasp
for air and a cry of “Here!”

“Can you
grab him, Sir Percival?” I ask.

“I shall
try!” he replies, rather too eagerly I feel.

I
carefully get into a crouch, holding onto the side of the boat with
one hand, all the better to gain balance for when Sir Percival
pulls whatever it is, and Francesco, into the boat.

“Take
her!” Francesco says in his strange voice.

I glance
towards him to see what it was he’s brought out of the water and
have the shock of my life – Francesco’s large moustache is missing,
and the tan colour of his skin appears to be dripping into the
water.

And he isn’t a he.
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Amid
much gasping and grunting Sir Percival helps drag what I now
realise is a fully-clothed young woman over the side and into the
Gondola. Her head rolls over and I’m shocked to see her face is a
fleshless skull with little crystals set into it? But then realise
she’s merely wearing a pure white decorated mask over her
eyes.

“Is she
alive?” Francesco gasps from the water.

Without
waiting for Sir Percival’s pained look towards me at having to
touch a female body any more than strictly necessary I move past
him. With one hand I feel through her mass of sodden blond hair for
her neck, and with the other I grip my umbrella.

It is
but a few moments before I feel a faint pulse.


“Yes.”

Holding
on to the side of the boat Francesco says several Italian words in
a tone of voice that I take to be of relief.

“Help… her in, Sir Percival. Then we need to get somewhere safe and this
person some medical help before answers are provided,” I add to
Francesco with a steely look.

Much to
Sir Percival’s relief Francesco retrieves her straw hat and
scrambles over the side without any of his reluctant help, and
heads over to the young lady. Gently she cradles the unconscious
girl in her arms, removing the bone-white mask and stroking the
errant wet hair from her face.

The girl
appears unharmed, but unconscious.

“We need
to get out of here?” I remind our previously male guide. Now I know
what sex she really is I wonder at how I could have possibly
mistaken her chest for a man’s muscular torso. Just how this makes
Sir Percival feel is currently an unknown quantity.

“Yes. I
thank you for your help,” she says heading back past me to regain
her pole.

“That’s
all very well but I still feel we’re in danger,” I add rather
primly.

The
canal is too narrow to allow the gondola to turn on its axis so
Francesco takes her oar and moves to the other end of the boat,
quickly rowing us away from the cold, clammy fog and into the
warmer sunshine.

I
breathe a sigh of relief as the fog retreats behind us and my sense
of danger backs down, but only slowly diminish my grip upon my
umbrella.

There
were many questions that needed answering, not least of which being
why was all this happening to me, and why was Sir Percival having
such rotten romantic luck with his fellow men?
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Francesco kept her eyes on the rescued girl all the way to
someplace I hadn’t the foggiest idea where. She did though have the
good grace to look abashed at what she’d put myself and Sir
Percival through. I wasn’t too sure how he’d cope at discovering
quite by accident that the handsome, well-muscled gondolier that
he’d had intentions on was actually female. The poor chap probably
needed pepping up, but I’d destroyed all of his stock of Cossack
Horserider Weekly after that debacle we had with the Russian royal
family. Perhaps, with the Ancient Romans being known for
toga-wearing, some like-minded, enterprising fellow had come up
with Toga Appreciation Weekly, or some such form of literature Sir
Percival would be more amenable to? Those damned Russians had a lot
to answer for!

“Would I
be correct in assuming your name isn’t ‘Francesco’?” I whisper up
at our Gondolier.

“It’s
Francesca,” she whispers back.

Ah.
Francesco, Francesca. It makes sense now.


Overlooked by the ubiquitous three-storey buildings, we come
into dock next to some other Gondolas, which are thankfully empty
or we’d probably have to answer some very pointed
questions.


Francesca quickly ties up and then hefts the young lady into
her arms. “Follow me,” she says.

Sir
Percival cast a ‘Do we have to?’ glance at me, and I mentally
assured him that ‘Yes, we do’, if only to answer just what the
devil was going on.

Lithely
Francesca hops off the boat and onto the narrow dock. With much
less grace I follow and make sure Sir Percival is behind me as she
confidently strides up to an anonymous pale green door and raps on
the wood.

The door opens revealing only darkness and then a female
voice cries out in shock. Francesca hustles in speaking very fast
Italian at whoever had opened the door. I shared a glance with Sir
Percival wondering if we should just make
a polite exit before a hand quickly beckons us in.
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I grab
hold of Sir Percival’s arm before he can make a getaway and hustle
him into the dwelling. A tall handsome lady in a blue dress glances
past us outside before closing the door.

To our
left the dripping wet Francesca, her hat beside her, has laid the
rescued girl down upon a couch and is kneeling on a rug before her,
patting her hand and appears to be entreating her to wake
up.

Behind
us is the unmistakeable sound of bolts running home. I quickly turn
round ready to ask what the devil is going on when the tall lady
turns back to us and is struck dumb by the sight of my
hair.

I’m
beginning to get a bit sick of all the attention my hair hue is
getting so decide to take action and ask, “What is going
on?”

Her eyes
(a rather nice shade of brown, to go with her dark hair) flick
between mine and the back of Francesca’s head. I get the feeling
she’s looking for some assistance, but it’s not
forthcoming.

She
heaves a sigh, and I can’t help noticing the rather nice figure she
cuts in her blue dress.

“Thank
you,” she begins in a pleasant, only slightly accented voice.
“After what has been going on I wasn’t sure that I’d see Lucia
again.”

“Exactly what has been going on?”


Francesca’s voice behind me says, “Young girls going missing,
only to be found floating in the lagoon days later.”

I turn
to her and see she’s still holding the girl’s hand but looking up
at me.

“Surely
that’s a case for your Peelers?”


“Peelers?”

“Police?
People paid to uphold the law?”

“We
tried,” the lady says, “But we’re always met with
indifference.”

A
thought occurs to me and I look back down at Francesca, “Why did
you want Sir Percival and myself? You made very sure to get our
custom?”

“We
believe–”

“No!”
the lady interrupts, and fires fierce, quick Italian at her rather
like bullets from Mr Gatling’s gun.


Francesca seems to take offence at this and an intense
conversation with lots of hand waving ensues, the gist of which I
have no idea.

While
they’re busy I glance at Sir Percival to see how he’s taking the
situation. I should have guessed that in a room full of women he’d
be looking at the walls. Now we’re out of danger I begin to take in
the room and its contents as well. There are some exquisite pieces
of pottery and items made from glass. But Sir Percival’s attention
seems to be rather caught by a piece of brown, palm-sized parchment
that has been framed and set in pride of place on a wall. He
catches me looking at him and beckons me over with his hairy
head.

“Do you
know where we are?” he unnecessarily whispers under the sounds of
increasingly vehement Italian.

“No,” I
whisper back. “Do you?”

“This is
a rather telling piece,” he replies, indicating the
parchment.


“Really?” I glance at it hoping it will inform me more of
just what the devil is going on than the voices behind me. But the
fading black calligraphy (that I can but guess is Italian) doesn’t.
“I seem to have rather neglected my Italian studies, Sir Percival.
Would you be so kind?”

“One of
the more notable inhabitants of Venice was a chap by the name of
Casanova.”

In what
I’ve learnt is a form of encouragement, his hairy eyebrows lift up
his forehead, rather like hay bales up into a barn loft.


“Casanova?”


“Indeed.”

“The Casanova?”


“Yes.”

“The man who had… relations
with rather a lot of women?”

“Well,
yes,” he said, with a slight moue of distaste on his face, possibly
mirroring my own.


“And?”

“Well,
if this is real, then this house and occupants are related to
him.”

I glance
around the room we’re in, taking in the walls, furniture, statues,
and whatnot. “And?”

From
behind us came the word, “Blackmail.”


Unnoticed by myself or Sir Percival the intense dialogue had
ceased. Francesca and lady in the blue dress were regarding us, but
with a tad more behind it. Like they were appraising us for some
reason.

“Oh?” I
encourage.

“We are
of the house of Casanova,” the blue dress lady says. “The other
kidnapped and murdered girls were from other houses–”

“Marco
Polo, Bellini, Cabot, Vivaldi,” Francesca interrupts.

Some of
those names are known to me, but something still confuses me. “But
if the girls were all from such famous families why aren’t your
police doing anything?”

The two
women look at each other as if deciding whether to inform us or
not.

To one
side the girl on the couch groans and the lady in the blue dress
turns and rushes to see to her.

Possibly
wanting to let the lady help Lucia in peace Francesca beckons Sir
Percival and myself to accompany her through a doorway into another
room.

Probably
not wanting to be left alone with a swooning female Sir Percival
quickly heads through the doorway. With an inward sigh I follow,
knowing that if I didn’t he would just come back and drag me in
with him.

Now I know the gondolier is of the female sex and has some of
the infamous Casanova blood running through her veins I’m beginning
to see her in quite a different light. She did pole the Gondola
rather deftly through the canals with both myself and Sir Percival
weighing it down. She didn’t shy away from diving into the canal to
rescue Lucia, and she did carry off daring to dress as a man. A
most intriguing girl. I wonder which way she liked her crumpet
buttered.
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The room
we’re now in is far more elaborately decorated, with even more
delightful statues and elegant glass creations. If Sir Percival
hadn’t have given some proof that this was the house of Casanova
then this would be the room that sealed the deal.

“Tea?”
Francesca asks with a questioning eyebrow.


“Answers,” I quickly jump in before Sir Percival can enquire
which blends are available.

“Your
hair? Has it always been pink?”

What the
devil is it about my hair? I open my mouth to quickly retort, but
get a feeling from the look in her eye that the question is more
than just cosmetic, so calm myself down and counter with, “Why do
you enquire?”

“A
story, little more than a rumour, has come to my
attention.”

She
pauses, waiting for a response, but she’s going to have to give me
much more than that for me to give an answer. I raise a questioning
eyebrow at her.

“Someone
you cared about deeply was killed by the Men of the
Cog.”

My blood
freezes in my veins. How did she know that? And what does she want
to gain by it? My jaw tightens with anger, my eyes blaze with fire,
I hiss, “Talk now, or face the consequences.” My hand tightly grips
my umbrella.

“So it
is true?”

I take a
threatening step towards her, already imagining my hands around her
throat.

Startled
at my vehemence she steps back. “Because I believe they’re behind
the kidnaps and murder!” she says quickly.

I feel a
hand upon my arm and look down. Sir Percival’s hairy hand holds me
back. “Miss Lovelady?” he says quietly.

I know
more than anyone what it took him to touch me. My body shakes from
the adrenalin surging through my bloodstream. I take a deep breath
and look into his eyes.

“I
believe her.”


“Why?”

“Before
the Department decided to make use of my aether knowledge I took
the Grand Tour. Whilst travelling through Germany I met up with a
fellow tourist called Rupert. We… shared many intimacies about
ourselves. I felt so free and gay. But, here in Venice, we parted
ways. He fell in with a crowd that I felt had taken aetheric
experimentation down dangerous paths. Yes, it was exciting pushing
back the frontiers of knowledge but the cost… was far too
high.”

He
quietens and looks down at the stone floor.

“As I
found out, the cost was Rupert’s life.” His pained eyes look up
into mine. “This lady is living through what I overheard in one of
their planning meetings. Kidnap, blackmail, murder. All to raise
funds for their evil intentions.”

My heart
went out to him. He knows I’d compassionately hug him but we both
know he’d much rather I didn’t.

I turn
back to Francesca. Our eyes meet.

“I’m
sorry to hear that the rumours were true.”

“Thank
you.” Time has blurred some of the emotions I feel at the loss of
Katherine, but I feel that there’ll always be a void that she’s
meant to fill. The strange dream I had of her
notwithstanding.

“What
was his name?” she asks gently.

My thoughts screech to a halt. “Her name was Katherine,” I say, frost forming on
each word.

This
brings her up short.

A few
moments pass as I can tell she’s processing the information then
her hands reach and hold mine. Their warmth loosens my grip upon
the umbrella. “Love is a wonderful thing. I’m glad you found each
other. And so sorry that it was cut short.”

Voices
from the other room reach us and she smiles.

“It
sounds like Lucia has woken. Shall we see if she has any
information to help us?”

Sir
Percival takes this as a cue to hurry from the room so he doesn’t
get too caught up with female emotions.

But
Francesca continues to hold my hands and look into my eyes. “If
there’s anything I can do to help?”

I do
believe my crumpet query has been answered.
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“Francesca!” the lady in the blue dress calls out from the
other room.


“Coming!” Francesca replies, adding, “Come,” to me, letting
go of my umbrella hand and tugging me with her right hand to follow
her.

The air
feels cold on my fingers now her warm hand is gone.

I follow
her through the doorway and see Sir Percival standing to one side
against the wall, away from Lucia and the blue dress
lady.


Francesca gives me a quick smile and lets my hand go so she
can go to crouch next to Lucia. I head towards Sir Percival,
knowing he needs some support in a room full of women.

Quiet
words are spoken by Francesca and the lady in the blue dress, with
Lucia’s halting answers to them. A thought comes to me and I
whisper to Sir Percival, “Were any of those buildings near the fog
known to you from before?”

“I don’t
know. I was mainly inside the buildings. What they looked like from
the outside?” he shrugs.

Hasty
whispers between Francesca and the blue-dress lady ensue. While
they do that Lucia peers over at us, her blue eyes naturally caught
by my pink hair. Her fingers flutter weakly at us and I smile and
give a gentle wave back.

A
meaningful look passes from the blue-dress lady to Francesca.
Something seems to have been decided and Francesca gets up and
walks over to us.

“She is
very weak from what she’s been through. Our mother will take care
of her.”

“How was
she able to escape?” I ask.

She
looks at me, “We of this house have inherited a certain… way with
those of the opposite sex.”

And those of the same sex? My mind
can’t help asking.

“She
managed to overhear that tonight the Men of the Cog are completing
their take-over of the Venice Preservation Society. Our mother will
spread the word to our compatriots and tonight we shall put an end
to this horror.”


Tonight?

I look
at Sir Percival. We are due to leave in a few hours. And if we were
to be of any use with weaponry and suchlike then it’s all packed
away aboard the airship. I look back towards Francesca and
apologetically say, “I… I’m not sure how we can help you as we’re
due to leave in a few hours.”

“If your
flight were to be delayed would you help us?”

“Well,
yes. Sir Percival?” I turn to him.

He
answers with a curt nod. Perhaps thinking of avenging the death of
his Rupert?


Francesca smiles, “Then I shall see what I can
do.”

What the
devil does she mean by that?
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Now in a
dry set of gondolier’s clothing, with a new large bushy moustache,
a newly brown face, and a suspicious bag at her feet, Francesca
rows us up to the airship dock. I’d never known any female with so
many male clothes (which she used to help her get around Venice
without comment), or with quite so many moustaches in her closet
before. It was quite unnerving seeing all the different sorts she
had all lined up, rather like a malacologist’s overly hairy slug
collection.

As with
her physical disguise, her male persona was back in force, with all
the guttural heavily accented words at her disposal.

We
docked and she went to help Sir Percival off first but he made sure
to alight without her help. She took no offense as I’d quietly
informed her of his proclivities when she invited me to view her
dressing room. I did though get the feeling she rather enjoyed
getting changed whilst looking at me over the top of her changing
screens. Perhaps something to do with the Casanova blood running
through her veins?


“Laydee,” she said, holding her hand out for me, with a
twinkle in her eyes. Graciously I accept the dashing gondolier’s
aid to step off the boat. She leant towards me feigning wanting to
kiss me and whispered quickly, “Be ready with what you need. You’ll
know when it happens.”

I don’t
know what made me to it. Well, tell a lie, I do know what made me
turn my head and give her a quick peck on her lips as I stepped
onto the dock. It was wanting to see the look on her face. She
wasn’t the only girl with a surprise up her sleeve.

I could
always claim to be helping her with her disguise.

 


 



 


Eleven

 


 


Aboard
the airship and back in our adjoining rooms I inform Sir Percival
of her whispered instructions while changing into boots, jodhpurs,
and deep-pocketed coat. I decide against taking my trusty umbrella
as I’m aiming to take a much more offensive device.

“Will there be time to get into the cargo hold for
our… devices?” I
add.

Absently
he strokes his mat of a beard. “There will have to be, Miss
Lovelady.” Then as increasing vibrations run through the airship as
the steam engines power up the propellers he quickly adds, “No time
to waste!”

Cries of
the dockworkers come through the windows and I know that if
Francesca is planning something she’ll have to do it rather
smartly. We rush out (not forgetting to lock the doors) and along
the narrow corridor to the rear of the airship where the nearest
stairs are located.


Thankfully we don’t meet any crew whilst hurrying down two
levels of the spiral stairs to the cargo hold, but feel the great
airship begin to move.


Unladylike words enter my head when I see the locked door
ahead of us.

In a
sudden burst of athleticism Sir Percival runs straight at them and
leaps into the air, hitting them feet-first, smashing them apart.
The loud bang threatens to stop my heart, but the deafening noise
seems to have been fortuitously masked by something similar from
outside. Was this what Francesca was planning? Cries of confusion
seem to be coming from both inside and outside the
airship.

While
Sir Percival picks himself up I head into the cargo hold, seeing
the crates and large travel cases, with ropes holding them in
place, outlined in faint purple. A dusty, wood and leather smell
meets my nostrils.

“You can
see, Miss Lovelady?” Sir Percival whispers from behind
me.

Well of
course I can!

Then it
dawns on me that the room is in darkness, the only light is coming
from behind Sir Percival. I almost cry out with joy, knowing that
my strange aetheric sight is still with me!

“No time
to waste!” I hastily reply, hoping it will distract him enough to
forget to question me.


Desperately I hunt among the boxy shapes and see some glowing
purple to my right. Quickly I head towards them. A hazy question
forms in my mind - are they glowing because of what they contain,
or because they are the ones I wish to find?


Accompanied by the occasional yelp of pain as Sir Percival
barks his shins against the sharp-edged containers I thread my way
between two wooden crates and find that yes they are
ours.

The
great airship judders as another loud noise comes from outside. I
really must remember to ask what Francesca is up to out there. And
if she’s enjoying it rather too much.

Reaching
our large luggage I’m pleased to see that the locks are easy to
gain access to and, wonder of wonders, that the crew actually
followed instructions and set them the correct way up.

“Where
are you, Miss Lovelady?” the poor man whispers into the darkness
behind me.

“Over
here.”


“Ow!”

“There’s
a gap between two wooden crates.”

Taking
my set of keys out from a pocket I select one and slide it into the
lock. It clicks open and I pull the sides of the large case apart.
Now what would be the most use?

“Is
there much room where you are, Miss Lovelady?”

I pause,
momentarily confused by the question and the tone of voice in which
it’s made, then look back towards him. I see what he means. In the
darkness his hands feel the gap between the two crates, which is
only enough for one person at a time. If he were to join me then
he’d be in an almost pitch-black, claustrophobic space, next to a
woman. Even though we’d worked together for several years now I
could imagine his trepidation at the very thought.

“No, Sir
Percival. If you give me your keys I shall open your case and pass
what you request to you.”

I hear
the relief in his next words, “Thank you.”

Another
loud bang sounds from outside, accompanied by a juddering of the
airship. If I’m correct in my surmising at what’s happening then
that’s three of the four engines out of commission. A most
enterprising young lady, that Francesca.

Quickly
I pull open drawers and fill my pockets with as much as I can,
whether I think it will be of use or not. I don’t though forget my
customised gun. After closing my case back up I take Sir Percival’s
proffered keys and pass over his requested items.

Now, how
to get out and (my heart gave a little flutter at the thought) join
up with Francesca?

 


 



 


Twelve

 


 


I look
toward the entrance Sir Percival forced. Perhaps it would be best
not to be seen by any crewmembers in suspicious proximity to it?
Then the only other way would be the main cargo bay doors. But are
we still in the air or back tethered safely on the
ground?


Carefully I shuffle back between the crates, hoping none of
the contents of my pockets decide to go off. Reaching Sir Percival
I firmly grip his shoulder, rather like a man would, and guide him
down the narrow aisle between cargo items to the main
doors.

“Do you
feel that we are still in the air, Sir Percival?” I
whisper.

He is
quiet for a moment, perhaps using his extreme hirsuteness as an
altitude gauge?

“I do
not believe so.”

It’s the
best I can hope for.

I
position him in front of the large cargo doors and, taking his
right sleeve, guide his hand to the locking mechanism. “Can you
open them?”

His
fingers fumble around giving him a mental picture of the device.
“Hmm, would speed or stealth be the better option, Miss
Lovelady?”


“Speed?”

He
reaches into a pocket and pulls out one of his personally designed
guns. “If you would be so kind as to move me back and aim
me?”

As I
carefully guide him back as far as I can he straightens his right
arm out, the strangely-shaped weapon currently points towards an
innocent wooden crate. Peering along his arm I move it until it’s
aiming at the locking mechanism. “There.”

“Close
your eyes.”

He covers his eyes with his free hand and I close mine and
use his body as a shield. The strange flump! noise sounds as his gun fires
and a bright green light momentarily shows through my eyelids. I
quickly open them and peer past him to see a hole where the
mechanism used to be. Late afternoon light shines through
illuminating highly disturbed dust motes. For some reason the air
is now filled with the scent of liquorice.

Quickly
I move closer, checking through the hole if we’re in the air or
safely on the ground. The ground is the winner and I heave upon the
lever that locks two metal bars into place at the top and bottom of
the left-hand door. Luckily it is well greased and the bars
retract. Still holding the lever I push the door slightly, cracking
the doors open. Through the gap I check to see if anyone has
noticed a strange green light and a highly suspicious
hole.

There
are ground crew outside but no-one appears to have noticed anything
untoward. Perhaps they were too busy dealing with the
engines.

Opening
the door further I see we are but a few feet above the ground.
“Time to go, Sir Percival.”

With
that I open the door wide enough and let him jump out first,
following quickly after and pushing the door back so it may not be
so immediately noticeable.

Sir
Percival is already heading to where the ground crew are sparsest,
striding as if he has every right to be there. Thankfully he’s
secreted the strange gun somewhere about his person.

I hurry
to catch up with him and look around for a bushy-moustached
gondolier. A crowd of people drawn by the excitement gather to one
side of the large docking space.

My heart
almost stops when he says, “You there!” pointing to the nearest
dock worker. A look of confusion meets him, as well it should.
“You,” he tries again, “They need you on the other side.” His arm
indicates the airship. “Go.”

The man
looks around and shrugs a query at his nearest
colleague.

“Both of
you, go!” His arm waves again.

Rather
like they’re just moving to humour some madman the two walk away
from Sir Percival in the general direction he indicated.

“Do you
see her anywhere, Miss Lovelady?” he says quietly to me.


“No.”

A
thought freezes my blood – has she been injured dealing with the
engines? I quickly scan the crowd again. My eyes are caught by a
figure waving to the side of the crowd at the back. I look closer
and see they have a dark face and a quite extraordinarily hairy
moustache. With a smile I take Sir Percival’s arm and head towards
the figure.
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Back
aboard the Gondola Francesca hastens us to our destination. Where
it is I’m none too sure, as when I enquired I just received a
gentle hand on my arm helping me into the Gondola, a whispered
“Shush,” and a warm smile.

Above
the buildings the sun is setting and the tail-end of the storm
clouds are bathed in a beautiful pink hue. I catch a glimpse of
Francesca looking down at me and feel a glow inside.

Lights
in the houses above us begin to be lit and we travel down a narrow
canyon with warm yellow squares on either side lighting our
way.

After
passing under some bridges we enter into a far larger canal and Sir
Percival whispers, “The Grand Canal,” to me. Far more boats, with
many larger than the Gondola we’re in, cross our path and go from
side to side.

Our
destination is apparently a small canal leading off the main one.
It rather looks like Francesca is trying to thread a needle as we
head towards it.

Now
darkness is falling I can’t but help notice that the water
underneath us is glowing slightly.

I lean
over slightly and say to Sir Percival, “Is it something to do with
Venice that the water is doing this?”

“Hmm?”
he says as I break his reverie. He looks down at the water, a very
hairy frown growing upon his face. “No, I don’t recall anything
like this happening.”

Puzzled,
I look up at Francesca and ask, “Is the water meant to do
this?”

She’s
already overheard us and is looking about her. “I’ve not seen this
before.”

The glow
seems to increase, whether because it’s becoming night-time and
more noticeable, or some other reason I don’t know. Confused voices
surround us as more and more people in the boats and on the canal
sides begin to notice it.

A
thought occurs to me and I ask Sir Percival, “Was something like
this mentioned in the planning meetings you overheard?”

His eyes
are locked onto the water as if trying to see underneath the
surface to the origin of the glow. “No, Miss Lovelady,” he absently
replies.

Some
commotion seemed to be going on in the distance to our left. The
noises resolve themselves into surprised shouts and screams. I look
along the Grand Canal to where they come from and see hundreds of
birds flying into the air squawking their fright. What was going
on?

A bright
purple light emanates from the canal and shines off the surrounding
buildings and low clouds above. Faster than I believe possible it
speeds along the canal towards us, then, as fast as an eye-blink,
under us and past to our right, following the canal. Screams and
fearful cries follow its path. My pink hair stands on end at the
unnatural sight. This has to be the work of the Men of the Cog. But
what are they up to?

The
colour is highly reminiscent of something and I look towards Sir
Percival for confirmation. He meets my eyes and nods, quietly
saying, “Aether.”


“But–?”


Francesca overheard us and says, “Aether?”

I look
to Sir Percival for advice but he’s sat back, his eyes looking into
nothing, and I know his brain is trying to puzzle something
out.

“Yes,” I
reply to her.

“But
isn’t it highly dangerous?”

Having
been working with Sir Percival with the substance I say in all
honesty, “Yes, very.”

She
holds the oar with one hand and waves the other indicating the
canal water, “But how?”

I too
would like to know but can only say, “We don’t know, but Sir
Percival is one of the foremost authorities on aether in England.
If anyone can figure it out he can.”

Her eyes glance over at him and I can tell she’s looking at
him in a slightly different
light.

“I
suspect it’s likely the doing of the Men of the Cog,” I
add.

She
growls something under her breath and grabs the oar with both
hands, thrashing the water behind the Gondola as if it’s somehow
also responsible for what’s going on in the city. I can only
imagine what she’s thinking - she knows about the dangers of the
substance, and here it is flowing through the city of her
birth.

When
we’re but a stones-throw from the other side of the Grand Canal
Francesca calls out, “Elisabetta!” startling me. Her target is a
young dark-haired girl in a yellow dress seemingly waiting for
someone on the bank. Initially she seems surprised at being called
out to by a muscular looking, heavily moustached gondolier, but
must have seen Francesca in disguise before.

Pointing
along the canal in the direction the aether took Francesca tells
her something in quick Italian. The girl gives Sir Percival and I a
puzzled look (which is quite normal in Sir Percival’s case), but
then quickly nods her understanding and hastens along the canal in
the direction indicated.

“I have
sent her to see where the aether ends,” Francesca says as we enter
the side canal, the sounds of scared people echoing on ahead of
us.
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Our
destination is yet another dock somewhere in the maze that is
Venice. Francesca quickly hops off and ties the Gondola up before
heading along the thin path to a pale blue door. Sir Percival is
still deep in cogitation about the aether situation and I help him
up and off the boat, following Francesca.

After
quickly glancing about her she knocks rapid code upon the wood. The
pale blue door opens and she checks we’re following before hurrying
inside and holding the door open for us.

Sir
Percival enters and makes a strange squeaking noise. I follow and
notice he’s standing as still as a statue and looking (or at least
the bit I could make out) as white as a sheet. The reason being
that the room is full of women all looking at him in disgust, like
he’s something the cat vomited up on the carpet. Their attention
then moves to me and I get several looks at my hair and
business-like boots and jodhpurs and receive a much friendlier
response.

My eyes
meet those of Francesca. Silently I plead Sir Percival’s case to
her. She takes the hint and closes the door, before quietly and
sternly telling the assembled women that he’s actually here to
help. Or at least I think she does as I don’t understand Italian. A
few querying words are spoken to her by some of the ladies. By
their tone and hand gestures I can tell they’re none too pleased at
his presence. But Francesca appears to successfully argue his case
and their ire at him backs down. Quite what she said I don’t know
but I heard a few light titters among the assembled
ladies.

She
looks back at me and says, “Now that is over, to
business.”

While
she speaks to the ladies again I turn to Sir Percival and give him
a manly slap on the back. “Breathe, Sir Percival. In and out, in
and out.”

He does
as instructed and I know he’s recovering as he turns to face the
wall and restarts his thought process concerning the
aether.

What
Francesca says seems to energize the ladies and they begin talking
among themselves. I notice that there is a wide range of ages
present from young debutante to elderly grandmotherly.


Francesca turns to me and says, “I’ve told them what Lucia
discovered, and that we saw a strange purple light. I decided not
to say what it was as I didn’t want to unduly alarm
them.”

“The…
‘A’ word would alarm them?”

“There
have been reports in the newspapers about accidents and how
dangerous it is. If they knew it was flowing through
Venice…?”

She let
the sentence hang and my imagination fills her silence with the
panic that would ensue if it became widely known. “Good idea. What
do they say about Lucia’s information?”

“They
agree with me that we must act tonight, especially after what we’ve
just seen.”

I
concur. It sounds like the Men of the Cog are getting bolder in
their ambitions. “Where do you think we should strike? The
Preservation Society?”

“We need
to hear from Elisabetta, to see where it went.”

I got
the feeling it was quite a little spy network Francesca had at her
disposal. From the look of it wholly female, which was probably why
Sir Percival’s appearance gained such a reaction.

My
stomach took that moment to sound its empty distress and I felt my
face grow warm. “I do so apologise.”

“No
matter,” Francesca said, “We must fortify ourselves for what is to
come. It will also help fill the time until Elisabetta comes back.
Follow.”

While
the ladies continued to speak among themselves she led the way out
of the room and I, with a hand around Sir Percival’s arm, make sure
we follow behind. I caught a few frowned looks cast in his
direction, but gave them no mind - I knew which side he was playing
for tonight. Along a short corridor we enter into a well-appointed
kitchen. From the surrounding cupboards Francesca loads the table
with bread, cheese, and hams, with a bottle of wine and
glasses.

“Thank
you for this,” I managed to say, hopefully masking the sound of my
eager stomach at the sight of food. For her part Francesca took a
bread roll and some cheese and went back to speak to the
ladies.

“Best
eat quickly, Miss Lovelady,” Sir Percival advised, startling me by
waking from his cogitation and then stuffing a piece of cheese
somewhere into his beard (which I sincerely hoped was his mouth). I
agreed and set to with gusto, who knew when Elisabetta would be
back and we’d be off?

“Your
thoughts upon the aether, Sir Percival?” I prompted, around a
mouthful of bread.

“They
seem to have achieved something considered almost miraculous – a
stable conduit for which to transport the aether. Or at least I
assume its stable, this may but be a test. Perhaps they’re here
because of the existing mechanism that the Preservation Society put
in place? Somehow perverting it to their own ends?”

It
sounded a rational reason.

“But
why, Sir Percival?”

He
ponders the question upon a sip of wine and a bite of a ham roll.
“I’ve no idea. But it goes without saying that it is absolutely
essential we discover the answer to that question.”

“I
agree, Sir Percival.”

The food
is delicious and it was just as well that we heard the voices in
the entrance room go silent as any longer and I’d have stuffed
myself silly and would need to have a lie-down to recover from
eating so much. How long ago did we arrive in Venice?

Sir Percival eyed the remaining food, perhaps wondering how
much he could hide in his beard. But we
had a job to do.

“Our
time is afoot, Sir Percival,” I inform him. He gave a sigh that I
understood completely, and we left the remains behind, but not
before being good houseguests by tidying up and putting our cutlery
and crockery into the sink.

We
re-enter the entrance room, Sir Percival making sure he’s behind
me, to see Francesca and the girl in the yellow dress speaking. She
sees us enter and gives a startled double-take that we’re here at
this meeting. Francesca speaks quickly quelling her worries and one
of the other ladies chips in, saying something in Italian to her,
making her cough a short laugh. After that it appears
plain-sailing.


Francesca turns to us and says, “She says the light ended at
San Michele, but that it also came from there.”

Even
without looking behind me at Sir Percival I know exactly what he’s
thinking – it is vital that we get to the island and examine the
aetheric machinery.

“What is
San Michele?” I ask.

“It is
the cemetery island.”


“Oh?”

“Many
ancestors and relatives of those present are interred
there.”

Just
like the Men of the Cog to do something utterly despicable to gain
their ends.

“Then
it’s time to take the island back.”


Francesca looks down at the tiled floor. “I… know you are
right. It’s…”

The
island must mean a lot to her. My heart brimming over with
compassion I walk over and wrap my arms around her. She responds to
my touch and hugs me back. Her body feels so warm and alive, and if
we weren’t in a room full of women (who very well may disapprove),
and Sir Percival (possibly appreciating the paint upon the walls),
and if she weren’t wearing a horrendously hairy moustache, then
things might have been very different. But I knew no-one would be
safe with the Men of the Cog terrorising the city, so I merely
whisper, “They killed my lover. They’ve killed however many girls.
They almost killed Lucia. It’s time to put an end to their reign of
terror in this city.”

She
rests her head upon my shoulder and takes a breath, knowing I’m
right. “Thank you, Miss Lovelady.”

“Alice,”
I whisper.

Her head
comes up and I see the sparkle of tears in her eyes. She smiles at
me, “Alice.” With a sniff and quick wipe of her eyes, she composes
herself and our eyes meet again at feeling our mutual reluctance at
having to release each other from our arms.

She
turns to face the assembled ladies and, like some charismatic
leader of old, begins to speak forcefully at them. I can see
they’re responding and when she finishes they give her resounding
cheers.


Francesca turns to Elisabetta and gives her instructions,
whereupon she rushes back out of the door.

“I’ve
told her to get the rest of the group ready and to meet us at the
docks from where the boats for San Michele leave. We shall wrest
the island from their bloody hands!” I resolve to believe that she
used the term figuratively and did not decide to enter the gutter
with her vernacular.

She then
addresses the ladies who seem quite excited at fighting back
against those who’d hurt them so much. I feel slightly worried for
Sir Percival, what with him being one of the enemy as it were, and
resolve to do my best to protect him from any shenanigans the
ladies might try on him. I could already tell that the elderly
grandmother-type was one to keep my eye on - she was a sure bet to
be a dab-hand with a sharpened knitting needle.
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The
ladies, Sir Percival, and I follow the still disguised Francesca
along narrow streets on our journey to the boats. Our numbers are
swelled by many ladies who weren’t at the meeting. I glance behind
me and it looks rather like almost the whole female population of
Venice has come together to fight back against those who’d caused
so much fear and heartbreak. The noise of our shoes on the stone
sounds like a continuous rumble of thunder left over from the storm
we flew through. The pedestrians we pass press themselves as much
as possible against the side walls to avoid being trampled by the
sheer number of determined ladies heading in one
direction.

We
emerge onto yet more docks. Directly ahead of us is a dark stretch
of water larger than the Grand Canal leading up to an island.
Lights on it show that it’s surrounded by a wall with trees poking
out over the top. I assume this is San Michele, the cemetery
island.

The
gondoliers and boat wranglers look with surprise at one of their
number leading a mass of women, myself, and Sir Percival, suddenly
into their midst.

Looking
out over the water I notice that a glow similar to the one we saw
earlier shows in the water to our left, but also to our right, with
both parts heading past the island. It looks rather like a strange
triangle with San Michele at the top.

Voices
from the ladies spreading out along the dock indicate that quite a
few of them haven’t seen this before now. Suddenly the glow
brightens considerably on the right hand side and a bright purple
pulse heads out from the island. Cries of surprise meet the sight
and Francesca shouts in Italian above the confused voices. Her hand
points to the island in front of us and then the boats along the
dock.


Finishing her exhortation she says to myself and Sir
Percival, “Wait here.” Whereupon she heads into the mass of ladies
to give further orders.

The ladies then split up and swarm determinedly
onto the boats, the few men who voice their
outrage at such an action are given short shrift and find
themselves thrown overboard. Thankfully many others decide that the
best place for them to be is anywhere else. I wasn’t too sure about
ladies piloting boats and so forth but realise that they’ve been
doing it most of their lives, perhaps even having to do it to
collect their daily bread.

In what
can only be less than a minute my eye catches the sight of a bright
purple pulse racing from our left-hand side back towards San
Michele, as if forming some sort of loop.

But
there isn’t time to ponder what is happening as Francesca indicates
to Sir Percival and I to follow her and several other ladies onto a
boat she’s decided to appropriate. Luckily the hapless owner has
decided to vacate it. Quickly she heads to the pilot’s cabin while
another lady feeds coal into the steam engine at the rear and
brings the boiler pressure up. With a loud burst of a steam whistle
we cast off.

Around
us the water is filled with boats all heading in one direction –
the cemetery island.
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With a
double-sound of the whistle I see Francesca’s orders being followed
- some boats continue their course heading straight towards what
appears to be an entrance with a docking platform in the middle of
the wall ahead of us, while others split off to the right to go
around the island, and we and two others head to the left of the
island passing round its corner.

Sir
Percival turns from looking out of the window (I presume a similar
reaction whilst in a boat full of ladies to that in a room full of
ladies) and leans over to me. The noise of the steam engine
prevents normal conversation from being possible so I have the
unfortunate sensation of his hairy face close to my ear.

“I
believe our approach has not gone unnoticed, Miss
Lovelady!”


“Why?”

As an
answer he indicates the walls of the island. I notice that the
lights seem to be dimming for some reason.

Looking closer I see white coils of
mist flowing over the walls and in among our fellow boats. Was this
the same sort that we encountered earlier in our visit? I tap
Francesca’s arm and point it out to her.

An angry
Italian word escapes from her lips and she indicates a swinging
lantern hanging to one side to me. “Light it and go outside and
hold it up so the others know where I am!”

I
quickly do as asked and stand on the side of the boat, holding on
to a metal rail atop the pilot’s cabin with one hand and holding up
the lantern with my other, rather like the American Statue of
Liberty. After a few moments I see the others have decided to
follow my lead and lights appear above the boats.

While
I’m outside I also see the mist change shockingly quickly into a
thick fog, wrapping us all in a humid white blanket, dangerously
foreshortening Francesca’s view of what is ahead of her.

Just
then another purple pulse speeds past the boat on the starboard
side and turn sharp right, its light illuminating the fog
surrounding us and making me feel like I’m inside an enormous
boiled sweet.

I feel
the boat turn to the right following its path, and I surmise that
Francesca is using it as a direction indicator. I’d probably do the
same in her place what with the fog now so thick I can barely see
my outstretched hand in front of me. For some reason my special
dark sight doesn’t work in fog. I turn my head to look back to see
if I can make out any of the other lanterns but merely feel beads
of moisture forming on my face and hair. I can only hope that the
other ladies have a similar thought to Francesca’s and also decide
to follow the purple trail, but also that the aether enters San
Michele into a harbour and not directly through a wall.

After a few more minutes I see a purple glow ahead of us, but
this time its light fades away. Initially I’m puzzled, but then
realise it must have been the other side of the aether conduit –
the one heading away from the island to loop around the Grand Canal
and then back again. We must be close to
their point of origin, but possibly also to the boats Francesca
sent to flank San Michele.


Francesca makes the steam whistle blast out again, startling
me. Mere moments later come the sounds of other horns, but there is
no way to tell where the other boats are, or even how close they
are to us in the thick fog.

Yet
another aetheric purple light appears, but something is different
about it. Then I realise why – it’s up in the air ahead of us, and
my sense of danger is yelling at me.
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A
deafening sound blares out like a thousand steam whistles, but with
a deeper tone to it. It’s so loud I have to let go of the railing
and drop the lantern to cover my ears against it. Luckily the
lantern only bounces onto the pilot’s cabin roof and is stopped
from rolling off into the water by the railing.


Mercifully the loud noise only lasts a few
seconds.


Francesca knocks on the window and shouts, “What was
that?”

“I don’t
know! But there’s aether in the sky! Sir Percival!” I cry out,
wanting to get his experience on the matter, and why I’m getting
the feeling of danger from it.

His
hairy face appears, startling me. He looks even more dishevelled
than normal, possibly due to the extreme humidity playing havoc
with his facial hair. I pick up the lantern again and hold it up
hoping some of its light will be seen by those in the other boats.
“There’s aether in the sky!”

His
eyebrows rise up in perplexity and he quickly heads to the cabin
door to exit and have a look for himself.

The
sound of loud thuds and then splashes, come to me through the fog.
What is going on?

While
we’ve been talking I get the feeling that the purple light has
somehow moved closer to us, setting off even more danger warnings
in me.

“It
looks like it’s getting closer, Sir Percival.”

“Does it
look like it’s moving erratically, or with purpose, Miss
Lovelady?”

“I only
saw it a few seconds ago. I don’t know.”

We stand
silently looking up at the purple light. Francesca sounds the
whistle again, trying to let the other boats know where we are, but
it only causes a cacophony of other whistles to be sound, with no
indication of their positions in relation to us.

“I
concur that it’s heading our way, Miss Lovelady.”

“Should
we be concerned?”


“Very.”

I bang
on the window to gain Francesca’s attention. She looks at me and I
yell, “Can we move away from the light?”

“No! We
don’t know where the other boats are!”

“I
feared as much,” said Sir Percival.

The
deafening steam scream sounds again. I clap my hands over my ears
against the noise. But this time when I let go of the lantern it
bounces over the railing and before I can catch it it falls
overboard.

How will
the other boats see us now? After the noise ends I quickly bang on
the window to get Francesca’s attention. When she looks at me I
cry, “Do you have another lantern?”


“No!”

I look
around hoping to see any lanterns on any boats near to us, but
can’t see anything through the thick fog except the strange
aetheric purple light in the air.

The boat
slows down and I can only guess that Francesca is using her
knowledge of San Michele to bring us in to a dock.

The
sounds of splashes reach me. What is it?

“The
light is moving away,” Sir Percival informs me.

My
feeling of danger seems to have decreased slightly, but not
disappeared altogether. “Do you think it was attracted to the
lantern light?”

He
ponders the question while smoothing water droplets off his
moustache and beard. “If it was then it’s something I’ve never
heard of before.”

Well,
considering we never knew about the aether conduit underneath the
Grand Canal I’d say that was currently par for the
course.

I see
the purple light growing fainter. Then the horrible noise sounds
again, only slightly less deafening. But then we hear the sounds of
wood being smashed and women screaming.
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Frustration burns within me. With all my heart I want to go
and help whoever it is that’s screaming but have no idea where they
are in the thick fog.

The
smashing sounds end, but I let loose an angry sob at hearing the
screams of pain continuing, and then slowly cease. I pray that they
are fine and someone is looking after them.

What
horror have the Men of the Cog created?

The boat
turns sharply to the right almost throwing me off the
side.

“Hold
on!” Francesca cries out to us.

Sir Percival and I do as she says and grip hold of the metal
railing. The boat judders and a high-pitched shriek sounds as the
side of the boat scrapes against something. Then, with a
loud BANG!, we’re
almost knocked off our feet as it stops suddenly with the sound of
splintering wood. I don’t think it’s owner is going to be very
pleased at the state it’s now in, especially as the deck is listing
at an angle.


Francesca hurries back to the steam engine and disengages it
before ushering the other ladies out, saying something in Italian
to them. They all look slightly shell-shocked at what’s been going
on. I bet this wasn’t something they’d expected even in their worst
nightmares.

A call
in Italian comes from one of them behind us and the rest of the
ladies begin to head in that direction along the sloping
deck.

“Come,
we need to get off the boat,” Francesca says to Sir Percival and I,
taking my hand in hers.

“Do you
have any idea what was going on out there?” I ask.

“No. I
can only guess. I think one of the boats was sunk. But how? I don’t
know,” she shrugs.

I stop
walking and grasp her hand tightly, holding her back from joining
the others. Puzzled she looks at me. When I see Sir Percival’s back
disappear into the fog I quickly reach for her moustache and take
it off, then hastily put my arm round her waist pulling her closer,
and press my lips against hers, feeling her body against mine. My
heart thumps at what I’m doing, and thumps again at feeling her
eagerly respond. But then she pulls away, “We have a job to do,
Alice,” she whispers, giving me a quick kiss in reply. “Later,” she
adds, her eyes smouldering, and pulls me after the
others.

I know I
really shouldn’t have, it’s just that I’ve not felt this way about
another girl since Katherine was taken from me.

I am, of course, most
determined to hold her to her word.

 


 



 


Nineteen

 


 


Helped
by some faint white lights to our left we walk along the sloping
deck in the direction the others took, to find Sir Percival waiting
for us. Or, more likely, waiting for me, being the only female he’s
even possibly remotely comfortable with. We step off the bashed and
battered side of the boat onto a bashed and battered splintered
wooden dock, and then onto firm flagstones. Or as firm as they can
be in the middle of a coastal lagoon. The white lights seem to be
atop wooden poles. Probably there to help guide boats to the
dock.

We’re
now among the enemy, along with something large enough to smash
boats.

Thick
fog surrounds us. Where has everyone gone?


Francesca whispers something in Italian. Moments later one of
the other ladies appears and a hasty conversation
begins.

“Do you
have any idea what that was, Sir Percival?” I ask quietly, while
Francesca is busy.

“No,
Miss Lovelady. But now we’re here we need to get to the
machinery.”

Did that
mean I’d have to leave Francesca so she can look after the other
ladies?


Francesca stops talking and turns back to us. She looks much
nicer without the moustache, which is still in my hand.

“We need
to get to the aetheric machinery,” I whisper, not wanting to call
any more attention to ourselves. “Is there a likely place it will
be?”

Just
then more loud splashes and the sounds of wood being smashed come
to us. I can’t make out any screams, but even then can’t be sure
that no other ladies have been injured.


Francesca hurriedly whispers something to the ladies and more
hasty whispers ensue between them, culminating in the one we can
see turning her back on Francesca. Initially I feel this is
slightly unwarranted, what with all she’s done for them but then
Francesca places her hand on the lady’s shoulder.

“Hand on
my… shoulder, Miss Lovelady,” she whispers, with a teasing
look.

Then it
comes to me – we’re going to play Follow my Leader through the fog,
hopefully with the Leader knowing where she’s going.

One of
the lights atop the wooden poles moves downwards and then towards
us. One of the younger ladies must have removed it and looks to use
it to light our way.

I place
my hand on Francesca’s shoulder and then look at Sir Percival,
knowing exactly what is going through his mind. Thinking quickly I
hold up Francesca’s moustache that I purloined previously to show
it to him and place it on my shoulder. Perhaps he’ll feel slightly
less uncomfortable with his hand upon a very hairy
moustache?

While
Sir Percival grips my shoulder, and does something with a finger to
the moustache (I feel it best to decline asking why), I nod to
Francesca. She whispers something to the lady in front and I hear
the Italian words slowly fade as they’re passed down the
line.

A few
moments later, Francesca whispers, “We go.”

The
faint glow leads our way. And not a moment too soon as the loud
thuds sound again, but this time I feel them vibrating up into my
boots through the flagstones.
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With our
hands on the shoulders of the person in front we slowly pass
through what appears to be a tall arched stone gateway, or as much
as I can guess is one in the fog and faint light. Trees and bushes
appear out of the darkness in different shades of grey and then
fade away as we pass them.

The
thudding vibrations decrease in intensity. I still have no clue
what causes them, but feel better that they seem to be going away
from me.

One
thought keeps crossing my mind – when will we meet the Men of the
Cog?

A
strange sound, like crackling, sparkler fireworks, reaches me. I
glance round, making sure not to let go of Francesca’s shoulder in
front of me (not that I‘d want to do that anyway, especially for a…
certain reason), and see a purple glow moving down behind me and to
my left. Several times it’s brightness dims and then returns to
normal a moment later.

“Sir
Percival, “I whisper, indicating the sight to him with a nod of my
head.

He looks
over, and catching sight of it, his hand uncomfortably grips my
shoulder, “Sir Percival!” I hastily whisper, and move my shoulder,
to indicate to him that he’s hurting me.

“Hmm?
Oh, sorry,” he replies, lessening his grip.

“What is
it?”

“I
believe it’s the aether conduit underneath the
flagstones.”

A chill
freezes my stomach. We’re almost walking on top of it? No wonder he
gripped my shoulder so hard!

When we
turn and head down a thin stone pathway the purple light fades from
view, but I think we’re heading in roughly the same direction. The
smell of flowers comes to me and I see greyish bushes and large
plant pots in the murk. This must be a pretty place to visit when
not shrouded by fog, and filled with unseen danger.

My heart
thuds with adrenalin as I hear a male voice calling out a query. I
feel Francesca come to a stop and I stop as well, thankfully Sir
Percival doesn’t bump into the back of me (although I did have the
thought about doing it to Francesca).

I hear a
female voice speaking quietly. The male voice starts again, but
seems to be cut off half-way through, accompanied by a movement of
the lantern ahead of us. What is going on?

After
some rapid whispers I hear the sound of leaves being moved
about.

A
whisper then passes back up the line to Francesca. Turning her
head, she whispers, “We had to take care of one of their
guards.”

Oh. Take
care of how? Then it hits me as I realise what the sounds were, and
feel glad that whoever did it was on our side.

The
sound of thuds starts again, but to my right. Slowly they build in
intensity, the flagstones beneath my boots vibrating in time to
them.

A purple
light catches my eye and I glance up to the right, seeing it
through the thick fog as if it’s floating in the sky. But what is
it? My sense of danger relights, yelling at me to get away from
there.

“Hurry!”
I whisper to Francesca. She whispers something to the lady in front
and it goes down the line.

The
thuds and vibrations get louder and louder, but our speed only
slightly increases going down the path.

Worried
cries of the ladies in front reach me. I know exactly how they
feel, but they probably don’t have some inner sense of danger
screaming in their minds.

Sir
Percival’s hand painfully grips me then, with a surprised cry, he
lets go.

I look
back and see darkness where he once was. “Sir Percival!” I whisper,
fear almost making my voice fail.

But the
Men of the Cog have taken him.
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Where
are they taking Sir Percival? What will they do to him? Initially I
think of going after him but know I’d soon be lost in the fog among
the maze of plants and trees. As we continue hurrying through the
darkness my hand upon Francesca’s shoulder begins
trembling.

“They’ve
taken Sir Percival!” I whisper, horrified to her.

She
glances behind, perhaps hoping to see him, but can’t. Quickly she
whispers something that travels to the front of the line. A reply
comes back and she says quietly, “We’re nearly there.”

She lays
her hand on my own, letting me know she’s still there, letting me
feel her warmth.

My mind
churns with thoughts as we continue through the dark fog. They were
so close to me! What if they took me? Would my body be found
floating in the canals? Will Sir Percival’s? Will I be able to help
Francesca and the ladies of Venice with my own knowledge of aether?
I know I can only try.

The path
angles to the right and Francesca and I walk into the midst of the
ladies standing before a small wooden door. The leader of the group
holding the lantern is the elderly grandmother-type. I guess
because she probably has many relatives interred here and knows the
island like the back of her hand. When she sees me she says a few
words in a disparaging, questioning-type voice. I get the feeling
she’s either talking about Sir Percival or what’s going on between
Francesca and I, as Francesca’s eyes flick guiltily toward mine
before she answers.


Satisfied with Francesca’s answer she turns the lantern-light
down and opens the door with a key produced from a pocket. She even
has her own key? Then she glances quickly inside and then ushers us
past her. We swiftly shuffle into dusty-smelling darkness, and I’m
heartened at being able to see purple outlines of the room’s
contents. She closes the door after me and turns the lantern back
up revealing a high-ceilinged, store-room full of boxes on shelves,
and a number of tired, dishevelled-looking, worried ladies. At the
opposite end is a closed wooden door.

“How
large would the machinery be, Miss Lovelady?” Francesca quietly
asks me.

“I don’t know. I can only assume large but apart from that I haven’t
the foggiest. Sorry,” I apologise for the unintentional
pun.


Francesca and the elderly lady then have a quick whispered
conversation. I must say the lady seems quite full of beans at the
adventure she’s having. And possibly killing someone. All in a good
cause, of course.

“She
says there are several large rooms in the church. But one thing she
did notice in previous visits was that one of them was closed off
for repairs. To her knowledge that hasn’t happened before. I submit
that that is where we must go to first.”


“Certainly sounds fishy. Sorry.” I cringe again at the
unintended water-type pun.


Francesca then addresses the assembled ladies, with the
grandmotherly-type giving them a severe gimlet look like a
Sergeant-Major at his men when the commanding officer addresses
them. She was probably in her element.

For my
part I reach into a specially designed large pocket and pull out my
customised rifle, making sure the Tesla coils are fully charged. As
I sight along the barrel I sense the room go quiet and look up to
see everyone’s wide eyes on the gun and myself.

“Hmm?” I
question Francesca with a look.

She
clears her throat before saying, “They’re unfamiliar with guns.
Especially a lady with such a… large one.”


“Oh.”

I smile
warmly at them and can’t but help noticing the hungry look in the
elderly lady’s eyes. Definitely one to watch.

One of
them points at me and asks Francesca a question. She shrugs, and
answers, “Si.”


Whereupon the ladies spread out into the room and look
through the shelves and storage boxes to find a veritable Peeler’s
nightmare of sharp, and blunt, instruments. I didn’t notice the
elderly lady go looking but she appears to be very happy holding an
impressively wicked-looking, fishing hand gaff. Is there a
suspicious reddish stain upon it? My spoken Italian is
non-existent, so I don’t enquire.

Fully
tooled-up, as I believe the underworld saying goes, we line up
before the door leading further into the church. The elderly lady
decreases the lantern light and unlocks it, and Francesca slowly
opens the door.
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Surprisingly, as much as I feared it would, the door didn’t
emit a single creak. As well as having her own key the elderly lady
probably oiled it so she could sneak in late at night to have a
good nose around as well!

Taking a
quick peek Francesca checks the way is clear and we all follow her
out, with the elderly lady closing and locking the door behind
us.

Rich red
carpet covers the high-ceilinged hallway to the left and right. The
air is scented with beeswax polish. Wall-mounted gaslights
alternate with large paintings of constipated-looking men between
large windows. Through them I see the fog is still in possession of
the island.

With a
definite sense of purpose, and the fish gaff gripped tightly in her
hand, the elderly lady takes the lead and heads to the right. We
wordlessly follow, the carpet silencing our footsteps.

We come
to a cross-hall and hear faint sounds of raucous merriment coming
from the left hallway. Francesca hurries up to the elderly lady and
taps her on the shoulder before she can head along towards it, and
nearly gets the fish gaff in her face!


Francesca then angrily tells her off in a hissed whisper. And
rightly so!

Again I
wonder where the men of the Cog are. There was only that one guard
(who met a very dangerous little old lady, and is likely feeding
the bushes now), and whatever it was that took Sir Percival, but
they can’t all be making merry in that one hall?

A
thought comes to me and I hurry up to Francesca. “Where are the
other ladies? The one’s that headed straight to the islands closest
entrance? Shouldn’t we wait for them?”

Her dark
eyes look into mine. “They would have been here by now. I fear the
worst for them.”

My heart
sinks at the thought that if she’s right then lots of ladies have
died on this island, all due to the Men of the Cog and their evil
plans.

“We must
do our best to destroy the filth that would do such a
thing.”

I know
she’s right. Taking a deep breath and tightly gripping my
customised rifle, I give her a curt nod.

It’s
time to face the Men of the Cog.
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The
sound of raucous male cheers and laughter increases as we head
along the corridor towards two large decorated wooden doors. The
carvings in the wood are exquisite and I recognise various images
from the bible. It being a church and all.

I glance
behind to see the hallway is still empty.

My
nervousness ramps upwards with each peal of laughter. I sense a
vicious, bullying tinge to it and fear what I’ll see behind the
closed doors.


Francesca halts us and quickly whispers instructions to the
other ladies. They nod their understanding, whereas the elderly
lady merely lovingly strokes the sharpened metal of her
gaff.

“Miss
Love-, Alice,” Francesca stops and corrects herself. “We don’t know
what’s going on, or how many there are, but the ladies and I only
have items for close-quarter fighting. We’ll be able to keep the
enemy away from you while you use your gun, so you need to go in
the lead.”

I look
round at the other ladies, seeing my own nervousness reflected in
their eyes. A thought comes to me and I almost slap my head for
being a fool! Quickly I reach into several other pockets that are
cunningly designed into my long coat and pull out some walnut-sized
metal spheres. I mimic twisting the top and bottom halves and then
rolling them along the ground, followed by holding my hands over my
ears. They aren’t designed to hurt, just to disorientate whoever
they’re close to. I came up with the idea after the incident with
Mr Tok, during some free time whilst Sir Percival and I were
completing an aether experiment. I give one each to several of the
ladies, and three to the slightly disquieting elderly lady. I feel
it best not to give her my current favourite trinket, and most
especially not my gun.

From the
looks on their faces this gives the ladies some heart to do what we
must.

With a
quick nod I walk to the front. The two doors have large
wrought-iron handles and the elderly lady indicates to one of the
others that she’ll take one door while the other lady takes the
other. With her non-gaff, left- hand she indicates how to twist and
pull the door open. The lady nods her understanding and goes to
stand by the right-hand door, the elderly lady taking the
left.

When
they’re ready they look towards me. I roll my shoulders back and
take up my firing stance, left-foot forwards, body side-on, the
rifle stock firm against my right shoulder, sighting along the
rifle. The Tesla coils seem to whine slightly in their eagerness to
be fired.


“Pull!”

Even
though they may not understand English the two ladies comprehend my
tone of voice and turn the handles, pulling the large doors
apart.

As they
open, the sounds of laughter and cheers fill the hallway and I see
what is going on inside.

I stand
frozen with horror at the sight.
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Ranks of
chairs with their backs to us curve from the left to right in the
large hall. Each is filled with a captured lady with ropes tying
them to the chairs. Around the hall are armed men wearing dark
tweed suits, some of whom are leering at the ladies. Long red
curtains frame a make-shift stage, upon which is the largest
human-shaped machine I’ve ever seen - twenty-feet high at least.
Black cables and riveted iron give a sense of muscle and bone in
its structure. High above, within what passes for its forehead, a
bright purple aetheric light shines toward me. Its arms are
outstretched, and like some perverse homage to the church we’re in,
Sir Percival’s own arms are tied to those of the machine and
similarly outstretched. But this isn’t the Sir Percival I’m
familiar with, as most of his beard and moustache are missing. As I
watch I see him gasp with pain as he carefully moves his feet, one
resting on top of the other. Then I realise that there’s only a
very small space for him to support himself - barely enough for the
heel of one foot. So when that foot tires his arms have to support
him before he’s able to change his feet. It’s a form of torture
they’re putting him through.

My heart
goes out to him, seeing him in so much pain.

He sees
me standing in the doorway and almost smiles a greeting, but then
his eyes look to his right, toward something I can’t
see.

To one
side of the machine is a wooden stepladder. Teetering on the
top-most step is another of the captured ladies holding something
shiny in her hands. At the bottom of the ladder is a man calling up
to her and deliberately shaking it, making her sob with fear at
falling but also at what she’s being made to do. As I watch she
carefully reaches out while tears stream down her face and does
something to Sir Percival’s remaining beard. I see some of it fall
gently to the floor, raising a cheer from the men scattered around
the room. Tears of pain, and shame, and humiliation roll down Sir
Percival’s exposed cheeks eliciting more laughter.

A spark of rage ignites within me.

How dare
they do this!

The spark rapidly expands, burning away the nervousness I
felt.

Treating
people like toys for their vicious amusement!

Hot, fiery anger floods my body.

They
will pay for what they are doing!

I sight along the rifle, aiming at the man standing at the
base of the stepladder, and pull the trigger. A bolt of lightning
streaks out, engulfing him in bright light. A loud crackling sound
fills the air. The ladies sitting closest to the lightning scream
and try to move out of its way but are held by ropes tied around
them. An ozone smell fills my nostrils as the man’s body shakes
uncontrollably under the onslaught. He can’t even scream as his
blood boils and his muscles cook. Smoke rises from his clothes and
hair. Atop the ladder the lady screams in fear at what’s happening
below her. I release the trigger and the man falls with a
thud! unmoving to the
floor, smoke continuing to gently rise from his lifeless
body.

A
stunned silence meets the sight and then all eyes turn towards
myself and the ladies behind me. I walk into the hall, my eyes
daring any of the men to move or they’ll meet the same fate. For
some reason they don’t reach for their holstered guns, but I don’t
stop to wonder why.

The
faces of the captured ladies are tear-streaked and puffy from
crying, the quiet sound of sniffles reaches me. But apart from that
they look none the worse for their capture. The faces of the men
are hard, their eyes flint-like.

Now I’m
further into the room I see what Sir Percival is looking at – to my
left, initially hidden from me, is a massive machine, roughly the
size of two large steam double-deckers stuck together, with a
myriad of riveted-iron tubes within its construction, as well as
two large metal tubes, one above the other leading our of the hall
through a wall. I catch sight of levers on its side facing away
from me. This must be the origin of the aether conduit through
Venice.

A shock
goes through me that I fired my gun in the same room as
exceptionally dangerous aether!

But I’m
still here, and the building isn’t a smoking hole rapidly filling
with water.

No time
to think about it. A much more important matter needs to be dealt
with first!

“Release
the ladies and Sir Percival. NOW!” I cry into the
silence.

No one
moves.

A faint pok! of sound begins and from behind the red curtain to the
right a man slowly walks onto the stage. Another
pok! sounds and I see
it’s the noise of him slow-clapping me. Looking at him I’m reminded
of Humpty Dumpty as his large stomach extends outwards and large
amounts of fat apparently surround his body, almost hiding what
legs he has. His head is entirely hairless and seems to join
without any discernible neck to his torso. Only a large yellow and
black plaid cravat indicates the separation of head from
body.

In a
deep harsh voice he says, “Miss Lovelady, I’m so pleased you’re
here. Do you like tonight’s entertainment?” A pudgy hand at the end
of a short arm indicates the badly-barbered Sir Percival held
above. Sycophantic laughter comes from the men around the
hall.

My gun
swings to aim at him. “Release the ladies and Sir
Percival.”

“You have been rather a thorn in my side, Miss
Lovelady. Alice,”
he adds with a sneer.

I really
don’t like his tone of voice when he says my name. I fire. A streak
of lightning leaps out at him but he quickly holds his left palm
out to me. There’s something shiny in it and metal from it falls to
the floor forming some sort of chain. The lightning hits his palm
and seems to flow down the metal to the wood of the stage, charring
it. He smiles at me, but it doesn’t reach his eyes.

He’s
unharmed. I release the trigger as I don’t want to exhaust the
Tesla coils. How did he do that?

Quickly
I take aim at the closest man to me and cry, “Release the ladies
and Sir Percival, or this man dies!”

The fat
man’s eyes flick over to the aetheric machinery and, previously
unseen by me, a man moves his arm as if pulling a lever
down.

What has
he just done?

“I wanted to see what weapon you’d bring with you so I could
counteract it, Alice,” the fat man says. “It will be a useful addition to our
arsenal.”

My
stomach clenches and my inner sense of danger starts up at the
sight of faint purple-glowing light slowly emerging from a metal
tube at the top of the machine, and heading up into the hall’s high
curved ceiling. He’s released the aether! This is why none of the
men are using their guns – they were ordered not to or they would
ignite it! It also means that there’s no chance for me to use my
gun again or this time the electricity will definitely set the
aether off and the whole place will explode!
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A thud
sounds at the stage and I look back at it to see the fat man
callously push his dead compatriot off the front. The ladies
closest to where the corpse lands give a little squeak of
alarm.

“So, Alice,
what will you do? Kill us all, even this, whatever
this is,” indicating Sir
Percival above him, “Or surrender?”

I really don’t like the way his voice changes when he says my name.
And surrender? Not on his nelly!

Harsh
Italian sounds from behind me and I see shiny metal balls being
rolled along the marble floor into the hall. I glance behind and
see the elderly lady has had quite enough of the situation. Our
eyes meet and she mimics pulling the gaff across her
throat.

Yes, far
too much talking.

The
balls roll underneath the chairs the captured ladies are sitting
in. A few moments later their internal clockwork winds down and
ear-shattering shrieks fill the hall surprising everyone but
myself.

Over the
noise Francesca calls out in Italian and the ladies behind me rush
into the room with cries of anger, their weapons raised and ready
to be used, and head towards their captured compatriots.

Knowing
I can’t use it I quickly put my gun away and replace it with a
metal ball from another pocket, but different to the ones I handed
out earlier. I know exactly what it is due to the indentations I
put on its surface. I twist its top and forcefully throw it
underhand towards the man at the machine. With my attention taken
by the man I threatened with my gun earlier I don’t see the results
of its internal clockwork winding down, but do hear a satisfying
scream as the poison-tipped needles fire outwards and find their
mark. Quite where the Department’s housekeeper, Mrs Miggins,
obtained the toxin is a mystery, but one I’ll be thankful to her
for.

I need
to get to Sir Percival and release him from the machine, if I can
also get to the fat man who appears to be the leader and do
something very nasty to him then all the better.

The man
I threatened earlier has a savage grin on his face as he heads
towards me holding a knife.

Out of
another pocket I bring another metal ball. This one was equally as
tricky to construct as it contains highly potent pepper powder. I
really must find out who Mrs Miggins’ supplier is. With a quick
twist I throw it at the man’s head. He bats it away with the hand
holding his knife, but the damage is done and the ball breaks apart
engulfing him in a cloud of red powder. He begins coughing and is
unable to prevent me from walking over and kicking him where I know
it’ll hurt the most. He falls helpless to the floor, tears
streaming from his eyes, and in a world of pain. I decide to let
the other ladies deal with him as a lot of them are now released by
Francesca’s group and are taking their revenge out on the
men.

I head
towards the stage and by sheer luck find the elderly lady in front
of me. Her gaff is bloodstained and I manage to avoid it as she
viciously swings it at me when I take her by the shoulders.
“There!” I point towards the stage, where the fat man is looking
with dismay as the very determined ladies of Venice (and yours
truly) put an end to his plans. She looks to where I indicate and
nods at me, her eyes gleaming. Maybe I’ll just let her have her way
with the fat man?

“Miss
Lovelady! The aether!” Sir Percival’s voice cries above the
pandemonium below him.

I look
up to see what he means – the purple glowing aether is filling the
top of the hall and is slowly descending down towards us. I must
shut the machinery down or a nasty death awaits!

Quickly
I indicate to the elderly lady the fat man and slice my hand across
my throat. She nods her understanding and heads towards him, like a
wrinkled vulture after its prey, while I head in the other
direction to the aetheric machinery. I don’t rate his chances very
highly against her.

I hurry
to the aetheric machinery, helping my female compatriots with an
occasional well-aimed kick, or punch with my knuckle-duster,
against the men they’re fighting. The man who received my
poison-tipped needle-ball earlier is lying on the ground, his eyes
bulging and his red-mottled face frozen in pain with little needles
sticking out of it.

At the
front of the machinery a myriad of dials and ivory-handled levers
face me as overhead more aether is released into the hall. But
which lever did he pull down? Each of them has an incomprehensible
Italian word written on paper stuck below it. When I was at the
entrance to the hall I saw the man’s arm pull it down, so it must
be one of those to my left. Several levers are already in the down
position.

Dare I
choose the one furthest to my left?

Taking a
deep breath and with a quick prayer, I take hold and push it back
up.
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The
massive machine gives a shudder, almost making me lose my footing.
I look up to see if any more aether escapes or if I’ve shut it off.
But I catch sight of a purple glow slowly increasing in intensity
deep within the machine. What is happening?

I look
back to Sir Percival in case he can provide information but he’s
trying to lower his head below the level of the already released
aether while still tied to the large human-like machine.

A
crackling sound slowly builds along with the purple light’s
brightness. Have I used the wrong lever?


Suddenly, almost stopping my heart, the bright purple light
disappears and I see its light travelling very fast past the joins
in the lower of the two large metal pipes heading out through the
wall. The crackling sound dies down, but I know the aether will be
back.

Looking
back up I see that no more aether is joining that already obscuring
the ceiling. Have I got time to help release Sir
Percival?

Looking
round the hall I see the ladies are definitely in charge and the
Men of the Cog are bloodied and bruised. On the stage the elderly
lady is swinging her sharp fish gaff viciously at the fat man but
he’s fending her off with some metal item. Our eyes meet and he
takes hold of the stepladder, the lady once atop it now helping her
Venetian sisters against the men. Suddenly he pulls it over, aiming
it at the elderly lady! My heart stops seeing it crash upon her
thin body, hearing her cry out in pain. With her out of action he
heads behind the large machine holding Sir Percival and begins
climbing up it. What is he up to?
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My way
to the stage is blocked by chairs and I angrily push them out of
the way. I see the ladies have captured all of the men, some of
whom met the elderly lady first and are lying in pools of blood.
Francesca makes sure the wounded ladies are looked after while
ensuring the men are safely tied up.

Sir
Percival calls out in fear and I see the machine he’s tied to begin
to stir into life, causing even more pain in his tortured body. The
fat man must be at its controls!

“Get
them out of here!” I yell to Francesca. If any spark touches the
aether floating above us then all will be for naught!

I almost
reach the stage before the machine raises its right leg and smashes
it down through the wood. It almost topples over but must have some
gyroscopic mechanism preventing such an occurrence. Quickly it does
the same with its left leg and then walks forwards, smashing its
way through to the front of the stage on its way towards
me.

Movement
to my right catches my eye and I see Francesca also head towards
the stage. Quickly I glance behind and see the ladies heading out
of the hall, the captured men in single file, sandwiched between
them.

The
ladder still lies on top of the old lady. She’s unmoving and I
don’t know if she’s still alive or dead. “The elderly lady is
hurt!” I cry over to Francesca, pointing her out to her.

Sir
Percival’s fearful face looks down at me as the machine’s steps
thud into the marble floor. It bends over and sweeps the chairs out
of its way with its left arm, they fly away, some hitting the large
aether machine. Sir Percival cries out as his own arm is hurt by
the movement. He could be crushed to death by it! But how do I get
him off it?

A crack!
comes from the aether machinery. What did those chairs hit? Isn’t
the aether pulse due back soon?

Sir
Percival looks over at the machine, being up so high he has a
better view of what it’s doing. He turns back to me and screams,
“GET OUT!”

I back
away from the machine coming towards me. If I let it follow me then
he has a chance to get out himself. From behind the machine I see
Francesca push the ladder off the elderly lady and pick her up in
her arms. She appears to be quite light for such a vicious person.
Then she hurries off the stage and towards the exit the other
ladies took.

I look
around for another exit, one that doesn’t involve the machine
smashing through a wall and therefore Sir Percival being crushed to
death by masonry. I spy a large tapestry hanging against one of the
walls. I run towards it and pull it away. It’s covering a doorway,
a large doorway. Hopefully large enough to be of use!

I jump
up and use my weight to rip the tapestry away revealing tall
double-doors. The machine thuds towards me. I grab the handle and
turn it.

It’s
locked!
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I have
to get the doors open but only know of one way to do it quickly and
have to hope my luck will last and the aether doesn’t explode!
Reaching into another pocket I feel the indentations upon the metal
balls it contains to make sure they’re the ones I’m after. Pulling
one out I turn and throw it at the machine’s left foot.

Sir
Percival’s eyes widen at what I’ve just done.

I crouch
down and shield myself with my coat as much as possible. The
explosive goes off, the noise filling the hall. Dust from the
ceiling slowly falls through the purple aether. I look out and see
that the machine is heavy enough to be only left teetering on its
right foot. But it gives me time to throw another ball underhand at
the lock on the door. Again I cover myself. When it explodes I see
the doors are blasted apart with plaster dust and loose masonry
falling to the floor.

Behind
me another explosion sounds, but not one that I’m responsible
for.

“THE
AETHER MACHINE! GET OUT, MISS LOVELADY!” shouts Sir
Percival.

I look
back and see the human-like machine find its feet again and head
towards me with a slight limp as some of its left foot is
missing.

But of
more concern is the smoke coming from the huge aether machine,
which is where the additional explosion came from.

Any
second now the aether pulse is going to arrive back and blow this
whole building to smithereens!

I run
out through the shattered door into darkness. Thankfully the fog
has lifted. Maybe the fat man decided it wasn’t needed anymore?
Lights atop metal columns show the outlines of trees and plants. An
avenue leads off from my left and I head along it. A crash sounds
and I turn to see the machine’s head smash through the top of the
doorway. Plaster and masonry falls upon Sir Percival’s head, but he
only gets scratches on his face as he still has an awful lot of
hair protecting him. At least he’s not been crushed by going
through a wall.

The
machine continues thudding after me. The fat man must believe that
it would be faster than he would be using his own legs as he’s not
abandoned it yet.

Where
would the ladies have gone? The machine following behind me may
well have destroyed most of the boats that headed round both sides
of the island, but what of those that went straight for the nearest
docking point? That must be where they’re going. But which way is
that?
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I head
down the avenue and enter an area where strange twelve-foot high
box-like shapes are set in rows. For some reason they look to have
drawer fronts on them.

The
world explodes with an incomprehensibly loud noise. I’m thrown to
the ground as the shockwave hits, and feel the ground vibrating
beneath me. I hear a faint cry from behind and turn to see the
machine toppling over towards me. I cry out knowing I’ll be
crushed. But its outstretched arms hit the tops of the box
structures on either side and prevent it crashing to the ground and
killing me. Sir Percival is thrown forward against the ropes tying
his own outstretched arms to those of the machine’s. He screams in
pain as his arms are nearly torn away from his body.

Behind
him a huge glowing purple fireball rises into the sky. Parts of
stonework and bricks fall around me like very heavy
snow.

This is
my chance to release him! I quickly pull one of my knives from its
sheath around my ankle and head over to him. More explosions sound,
but somehow deeper this time, and they seem to be moving. A sudden
burst of rain falls on me as I jump up onto the machine’s body and
climb up to where Sir Percival’s body is hanging off the machine,
only his tied arms preventing him from falling to the ground. I’m
not very familiar with bodily injury (apart from that which I cause
myself), but his arms don’t look quite right.

With my
feet anchored within the metal struts that he couldn’t reach
earlier I reach across his torso and hold another metal bar then
use my body to try and relieve the pressure on his tortured
arms.

I feel
more movement and look up into the machine to see the fat man
desperately trying to restart the machine. Dark blood shows on his
head where the shockwave pushed him against the machine’s
structure. I want to get my hands on whatever passes for his neck,
but must make sure that Sir Percival is safe first.

My knife finishes cutting through the rope holding his left
arm up and it flops down around me. Sir Percival hisses at the
pain. It definitely doesn’t look right. Possibly dislocated, a little voice
inside me says.

I climb
sideways across Sir Percival, using my body to support his, and
hold the knife blade with my teeth so I can transfer it to my left
hand. Through the machine I see the fat man slowly climb down out
of the control area.

Holding
tightly onto the machine with my right hand and making sure my
footing is firm I take the knife from my mouth with my left and
begin sawing through the rope holding Sir Percival’s left arm. I
decide that the smells of sweat-stained clothing are merely those
of overly-exuberant hairy dogs who’ve had a jolly long walk through
wet marshland.

“Soon be
free, Sir Percival,” I say encouragingly.

He
replies with a moan of pain.

More rain falls on us. Has another storm arrived? A
loud slap! sounds
and I glance down to see a fish flopping about on the ground. How
did that get there?

“Aether
pipe… through canal,” Sir Percival hisses through his
pain.

What?
What does he mean? Then it hits me – the explosion is now moving
through the aether pipe that travels along the length of the Grand
Canal! What will that do to Venice?

A click
sound comes from below and I glance down to see what fish has now
been blown out of the water, only to see the fat man pointing a gun
up at me.
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The fat
man looks up at us, he’s not directly underneath, but to my right
so I can’t simply take a chance and fall down on him. He breathes
heavily, climbing up into the machine and then back down again must
have winded him. His piggy eyes show how much he likes having Sir
Percival and I at his mercy. I realise he’s a gloater – enjoying
other people’s pain and discomfort, while he feels superior to
them.

The last
strands of twine around Sir Percival’s right arm stretch and then,
with a snap! Sir Percival’s full weight is on my body. I grunt with
the effort of keeping us both from falling – although I doubt sir
Percival will ever tell anyone, I still have no wish to sustain
injury with a man on top of me.

Like a
sudden shower more water falls upon us and while the fat man is
wiping it off his face I take the opportunity to badly throw the
knife in his general direction with my left hand, then use it to
grasp onto a metal strut. He easily moves out its way, but
momentarily his gun isn’t pointing at us. Quickly I reach into a
pocket, any pocket, with my right hand for a ball. I don’t have
time to learn what type it is by the indentations on its surface
nor wind it up, I just throw it at him.

My right
handed aim is better - the metal ball hits his wet clothing and
bounces to the ground. Will it do anything? Am I also in danger
from it?

He
laughs at my apparent failure and begins to move the gun to aim at
us again.

“I will be well rewarded by my masters for your death,
Alice. That I also put
an end to his miserable life will be a bonus.”

Whatever
clockwork was in the ball winds down and a high-pitched whistle
assaults my eardrums while an incandescent flare explodes into
life. I quickly turn my head and close my eyes but not before my
night vision is ruined. I can feel the intense heat from it even
where I’m supporting Sir Percival several yards away and up in the
air. Being as close to it as the fat man is must feel like jumping
into a blast furnace. After a few moments the whistle’s volume
begins to decrease and I begin to be aware of a strangled high
pitched scream coming from the fat man’s direction. When my night
vision comes back I turn to see what has happened to
him.

Steam
and smoke mingle as they rise up into the air from his body. The
whole of the front of the fat man’s body is looks like it’s been
sheared off and burned black. His face is no longer present, merely
charred flesh and bone. The arm with which he used to aim his gun
at us ends somewhere around his elbow. Steam rises from the red hot
gun, now lying on the ground, as water falls upon it. The smell of
burnt meat assaults my nostrils. Slowly the remains of the fat man
fall backwards to splash in the puddles behind him.

Sir
Percival whispers through his pain, “That was for Rupert, you
bastard.”

“A
fitting end for him, Sir Percival?”


“Very.”

 


 



 


Thirty-one

 


 


Somehow,
and with many gasps of pain, I bring Sir Percival down to earth and
help him over to sit on the closest bench. After what I’ve been
through this evening I too feel the need for a sit-down. Faint
screams of fright come to us from the direction of Venice as the
aether within the conduit explodes. What that will do to Venice I
have no idea. The only good thing is that with the explosions
finished around San Michele the man-made rain, and occasional fish,
has ceased falling from the sky.

“We need
to get you to a doctor, Sir Percival.”


“Yes.”

I look
up at the machine held up by the blocks, its purple aether-infused
forehead still glowing, the light reflecting off the puddles around
us.

Sir
Percival follows my look and also looks up at it. “It’s a
marvellous piece of machinery.”

I think
about the airship we were meant to be on, “Do you think they’ll
allow it on board?”


“No.”

I
sighed, already knowing the answer to my next sentence. “We can’t
allow it to fall back onto the Men of the Cog’s hands.”


“No.”

After walking Sir Percival to a safe distance away and behind
one of the large rectangular blocks, I use my customised gun on the
machine and yet another aetheric explosion fills the night air. The
machine falls to the ground between the blocks with a
ground-shaking thump! and then I make sure it’s a useless lump of
slag.

Slowly,
and with many gasps of pain, I help Sir Percival as we walk under a
curving series of arches and I see tall trees ahead of me. Feeling
like nature would be a balm to all the man-made destruction behind
us I decide we should walk over to them. They seem to have been
deliberately planted to form an avenue leading into the distance.
Would their other end be at the dock? With one direction being as
much use as any other I decide to follow them and enjoy their scent
in the night air.

Behind
us the ruins of the church sends smoke into the sky obscuring the
stars above. The burnt remains of the fat man lies on the ground
like a piece of rubbish. It’s somehow fitting that he died on the
cemetery island.

 


 



 


Thirty-two

 


 


Other
paths lead off from the one we’re following. But they look smaller,
giving me hope that we’re heading in the right direction. Tiredness
begins sapping my strength as we come to a crossroads with a
fountain in the middle. I need to do something to wake myself up or
I’ll fall asleep and crumple to the ground. With a free hand I
scoop some of the water up from the fountain’s pool and splash it
on my face.

“Sir
Percival?” I offer a handful of water to him.

“Thank
you, no. Miss Lovelady.”

We
continue walking, but something’s niggling at me, something I’ve
been puzzling over ever since we first saw it and as we’ve nothing
better to do other than walk I decide to get Sir Percival’s
thoughts on the matter. Hopefully it will keep me awake until we
reach the other end of the avenue. And maybe help take his mind
somewhat off his arms.

“Sir
Percival, why did the Men of the Cog put an aether conduit through
the Grand Canal?”


“Hmm?”

“It
seems… overly obvious. Advertising the fact that something very
strange is going on.”

He is
silent for a moment and I wonder if he’s drifted off already. But
the faint gasps of pain tell me he’s certainly wide
awake.

“When I
was tied to the machine I had a very good view of their aether
mechanism. Did you notice something different about the aether as
it left and as it returned?”

I
thought about it, but couldn’t remember any such difference.
“No.”

“It was
a slightly different hue.”

He
either doesn’t add any more either because he doesn’t know, or is
overwhelmed with pain.

“And?” I
prompt.

“It was
something I never thought I’d see. The aether was cooled by
travelling through the water.”

“They
were cooling the aether? But why?”

“Imagine
cooling it down so it can be safely stored and then used without
specialised machinery, or the current high risk of explosion. What
would that do for the energy industry?”

The idea
overwhelmed my mind – such a simple question, but the ramifications
were enormous - Coal and gas would be considered stone-age fuels,
clean aether would push manufacturing, transport, virtually
everything, into a new age! But if the Men of the Cog didn’t like
what you, or rather, your government, did they’d just cut the
supply. They’d be even richer and more powerful than whole
countries!

Sir
Percival glanced at my face, possibly seeing the slowly growing
horror on it. “I knew you’d understand, Miss Lovelady.”

We cease talking, but continue walking towards the end of the
avenue. Another building faces us, but this isn’t, or perhaps
now, wasn’t as
grand as the burning wreck we left behind. We enter a large
gatehouse and see Venice across the water in front of us. Lots of
boats of all sizes are in the water, far more than I’d expect at
this time of night, whatever the time is. Maybe it’s some sort of
night-time carnival? Or maybe the explosions have driven people to
take shelter on the water? A wide stone dock extends a short way
out from the island, with steps down both sides into the water. But
no boats are available for us to use. Everyone out on the water
seems to have far more important things to be dealing with than
picking up two accidental visitors, who may just have had something
to do with the evening’s excitement.

I’m so
tired that I just want to curl up and fall asleep. I get the
feeling that Sir Percival feels the same way. Without talking we
turn back into the building, find the nearest wooden bench, and
almost collapse onto it. Sleep comes almost immediately.

 


 



 


Thirty-three

 


 



Something gently touches my lips rousing me from a dream.
Thinking it’s some insect I move my head to scare it away, but it’s
a persistent little devil. Eventually I’m forced to raise a hand
and try and wave it away but it grabs my wrist and kisses my palm.
My eyes open in surprise and a blurry face looks at me. Initially I
think it’s Katherine, but it quickly resolves into a smiling
Francesca. This time I welcome her lips against mine.

After
what seems like far too short a time she breaks away and looks at
me. “How are you, Alice?” she whispers.

In the
morning sunlight streaming into the building I see she’s ditched
her gondolier disguise and is wearing a far nicer pinky-orange
velvet dress. She looks much, much, better in it. Her hair is loose
and wavy and it caresses her shoulders, rather like I feel the
urgent need to do so as well, but not forgetting to add a
well-placed kiss.

Seagulls
call to each other about fish they’ve seen in the water.

“Tired
and bruised and… who’s that?” I add, spying a man looking
concernedly down at Sir Percival. For one of the male species I
believe he would be considered quite good-looking. His dark, almost
black, hair is short and thankfully, apart from the merest of
moustaches, he’s clean-shaven. It’s a shame that Sir Percival is
deeply asleep and can’t appreciate him, as only he
could.


Francesca whispers, to not awake Sir Percival, “He’s Guido,
my brother. A doctor. I thought he might be of use. It appears I’m
right. Although I know how to deal with these grazes,” she adds,
taking my chin in her hand and turning my face towards her. Leaning
forward she gently kisses parts of my face.

She has
a brother? Filled with the spirit of Casanova? I start to shuffle
away in case he has designs upon my body, but Francesca catches my
hands and smiles. “You’ve no need to worry, like that.”


“No?”

She
shakes her head.

“Oh.
He’s more into…?” I indicate Sir Percival with a tilt of my
head.

She
smiles again.


Phew!

“What
about the elderly lady you carried away? Is she… dead?”

“No.
She’s doing quite well. Between you and me I don’t think the devil
wanted her yet,” she smiles.

Fair
enough. But Sir Percival is in a bit of a bad shape. “I think both
his arms are dislocated,” I whisper to Guido.

“It
looks as much,” he quietly replies in a warm tenor voice. “He seems
to have been through quite an ordeal.”

Should I
wake Sir Percival up, or just enjoy the knowledge of what he’s
missing? But the decision is taken out of my hands when he gives a
shiver and blearily opens his eyes. Slowly he perks up, as if tea
is being poured directly into his bloodstream, at the attention
Guido is giving him.

“I need
to fix your arms. This will hurt, but I have something that may
help.” He reaches into a pocket and brings out a thick piece of
leather. “If you will bite upon this?”

From the
look in Sir Percival’s eyes it doesn’t look like he’d be adverse to
such a request.

“Ladies,
if you’ll help me?”

I stand
up and Francesca and I place our hands upon Sir Percival as
instructed, to brace him for what’s to come. For his part he
already seems partly anaesthetised by the sight of a handsome man
looking after him. Biting upon hard leather may also play a part,
but I can’t be sure.

I look
away and hear Sir Percival’s grunts of pain as Guido does things
with his body.

“It is
finished,” Guido says after Sir Percival’s last grunt. “He will
need care and attention. The full use of his arms will come back
slowly.”

“We are
due to leave Venice shortly on an airship,” I say sadly.

“Not
yet. At the request of the Venetian authorities the Captain has
agreed to use it to help with the disaster.”


“Disaster?”

“The
aether explosions along the Grand Canal made the city’s foundations
unstable and some of the buildings have subsided. It’s needed to
fly above the city and find out the full extent of the
situation.”

“How
long?” I ask, my hopes rising.

She
smiles and her eyes glitter, “A few days.”

My
soaring heart makes me stand up and hug her.

To my
side Guido helps Sir Percival up and looks deeply into his eyes.
Possibly checking he’s alright. Or possibly not.

“Sir
Percival, this is Guido, Francesca’s brother and a doctor. Guido,
this is Sir Percival, a well respected aetheric
scientist.”


“Fascinating, you must tell me all about it,” Guido
says.

A
miraculous tonic seems to course through Sir Percival’s veins at
explaining to a (supposedly) handsome man his life’s
work.

With our
arms entwined Francesca and I leave them to it and lead the way out
to the dock.

My
stomach rumbles and I realise the last food I had was at the
meeting prior to travelling over to the island. How long ago was
that now?

“Alice,
we really must find you something nice to eat,” Francesca says with
a mischievous smile on her face.

“I think
I know just what will suffice, Francesca,” I reply, pulling her in
for a quick kiss.

But she
responds by ardently kissing me like there’s no-one around, and
considering the two men behind us are birds of a different feather,
that seems quite apt.


Eventually we pull apart gasping for breath, and share a
certain look.
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Snow Beast





After arriving
back in Britain from Venice Sir Percival and I are sent into hiding
by the secret Government Department we work for. Rumours have
reached them that our lives are in even more danger from the Men of
the Cog after destroying their experimental cold-aether
apparatus.

 


The secret
house we are sent to is located in a remote village in the midst of
the Snowdonia mountains of North Wales. In this splendid isolation
Sir Percival has been instructed to recreate from his memory the
machinery we most recently destroyed.

 


However, mysterious, violent, deaths plague the village, for
which we receive the blame as our arrival apparently woke the
monster.

 


But the reality
is far more inexplicable than we’d ever imagined.

 








One

 


 


The
usual cold looks and silence met our entry to the village pub. If
it weren’t for the roaring fire I’d feel as cold as I would outside
in the freezing wind coming down off the mountains.

I
hustled through the smoky air and beer smell to the fire and warmed
my hands while also surreptitiously lifting the skirt of my heavy
winter dress to get some warm air where it was needed the
most.

“’Ello, Darlin’!” came a cry in the wonderful Welsh accent from
behind the bar. It originated from Glenys, the barmaid, who was
looking after the pub while the landlord was away. She had taken
quite the surprising shine to Sir Percival, perhaps due to his
polite manner towards her, or that he was a new male face in the
village she’d not had a romantic liaison with. Yet.

“Oh,
hello,” he replied worriedly, hoping she’d not go anywhere near
him. I could tell he was cringing inside at her attention. He’d
only agreed to accompany me to the village’s sole public house
after I’d threatened to down tools after seemingly working several
days straight. There was only so much copper tubing, glass blowing,
and potentially catastrophic aetheric explosions that a girl could
take in this godforsaken place.

The only
reason this village existed in the middle of nowhere was because of
the gold seams in the local mountains. Glenys told me that the
village used to be far more populous but people drifted away when
the larger seams petered out. Now less than a hundred people
permanently lived here.

My eyes
were glued to the fire as I heard her bustle towards him, and then
his small squeak of fear as she asked, “What’s your pleasure,
dearie?”

I could
imagine her wide smile and the unladylike amount of décolletage
showing at her words.

Slowly
the other patrons went back to their pints of beer and
conversations. A few quiet laughs at Glenys’ antics found their way
to my ears.

After hearing movement indicating Sir Percival was now seated
and Glenys was back behind the bar I untied my deerstalker and
removed it, letting the warm air find my short black hair. Turning
round I idly noted that he’d made sure to sit at the far end of the
booth table so as to be as far away from
his unlikely admirer as possible.

His own deerstalker was on the table in front of him. It was
still disconcerting seeing his bare face and short grey hair. I
wasn’t sure how long he’d had his beard and extreme hirsuteness,
certainly before I’d first met him and began my assistantship to
his aetheric experimentation. Quite to my surprise he decided to
continue with his virtual hairlessness after we’d returned to
Britain from Venice and our contretemps with the Men of the Cog.
Maybe his relationship with one of the
male descendants of Casanova had changed his mind about being so
extremely hairy. I knew that my memories of Francesca, a female
descendant of the legendary lover, would always have a place in my
heart, and… other female areas. For many nights to come.

Blithely
I ignored his wounded look as I removed my heavy coat, lay it on
the seat opposite and joined him at the table, thereby blocking
Glenys’ potential route of attack.

“Miss
Love… Lemon?” he whispered, in a hurt tone of voice at my failure
to protect him from Glenys. Thankfully he was slowly remembering to
use the alias the Department had given me.

“Oh, a
white wine, please, Mr Peach,” I replied with a smile, deliberately
misunderstanding him.

He
sighed, knowing he’d have to gain Glenys’ attention to be
served.

Could he now be considered
‘handsome’? He hadn’t used the hair to hide any facial
disfigurements. Mentally I shrugged, perhaps Glenys knew something
I had not one whit of interest in.

Even
though the reception was frosty (apart for Sir Percival with his
unlikely admirer), I reluctantly believed that this was the safest
place in the country for us to be. Who would ever think of looking
for us here, in a small village with only an old winding dirt
track, laughingly called a ‘road’, for access in the midst of the
highest mountains in Britain? Hopefully not the Russians, or the
Men of the Cog, or some Venetians who seemed to believe Sir
Percival and I had something to do with the recent destruction of
parts of their city. In fact at the way our luck was going I’d not
be overly surprised to learn that the Southend-on-Sea town council
had put a bounty on my head for the damage to their
pier.

The
arrival of a frilly white cotton blouse that appeared to contain
two jostling blimps broke me from my grim reverie. Glenys had
arrived with our drinks.

“Ere,
you done summat with your hair?”

“Sorry?”
I replied, looking up into her face.

“Seems
to be a different colour.”

My eyes
met those of Sir Percival. One of the conditions of our hiding
while Sir Percival attempted to recreate the cold aether apparatus
from Venice was that I dyed my hair so as to hide its usual, highly
recognisable, pink. I’d often toyed with the idea of a rich auburn,
but now having the motive to try it soon discovered that it just
made it look a horrendous mess. So plain black it was.

“Um, no
black. As normal.” I resolved to re-dye it again as soon as we got
back to our accommodations.


“Oh.”

She
turned away after Sir Percival didn’t take the bait of her ‘come
hither’ smile aimed in his direction. I rather suspected she
enjoyed the challenge. I hadn’t the heart to inform her that she
had the wrong equipment for it to ever be a challenge in the first
place. Not to mention that it would be dangerous for Sir Percival
as homosexuality was illegal.

I took a
sip of my wine reflecting on the fact that no-one that knew Sir
Percival would ever believe the smooth cheeked, short-haired person
I sat with could possibly ever be him. In fact his alias - Mister
Peach - seemed to fit his new persona.

Suddenly
the door opened, releasing a cold gust of snow-laden wind to play
among the clientele’s ankles. Everyone’s eyes, including our own,
looked to see who had entered.

“Dewi!”
came a glad cry from behind us at the sight of the large figure
outlined at the doorway. But for some reason he didn’t respond. Or
move. The tavern’s gas lights showed that his face seemed to be
strangely white, or at least what I could make out of it atop his
large bushy beard (albeit one that couldn’t hold a candle to Sir
Percival’s previous effort). The long dark coat he wore was
speckled with snow and his deerstalker hat had the ear flaps
down.

My
internal alarm sounded. Something was wrong.

“Dewi?
Are you alright, lad?”

Concerned chairs scraped across the plain wooden plank floor.
But Dewi didn’t hear them as, like a felled tree-trunk, he slowly
toppled face down to the floor with a thud!

Glenys’
scream cut through the sudden shouts of surprise. The back of
Dewi’s dark coat shone like it was covered with a black liquid. His
friends reached him and started to pull him up off the floor, but
stopped when they realised their hands were covered with bright red
blood.

“Dead!”
one of the men cried, and Glenys let out another scream and thudded
to the floor behind the bar as she fainted.

My eyes
met those of Sir Percival. What horror did we now find ourselves
in?

I took a
further sip of my wine, not wanting to waste it now I’d managed to
get to the pub, and decided that as I was the only other female
present I’d better make sure Glenys was alright.

“Miss
Lo… Lemon?” Sir Percival asked worriedly.

“I’ll be
with her in a jiffy,” I replied, taking a longer sip. “Need to
fortify myself first.”

“It’s
not that, Miss Lemon.”


“Oh?”

I
glanced towards him, and saw he wasn’t looking at me but past me.
Puzzled I turned to look myself and met the accusing glares of the
pub’s patrons.

Something was most definitely
wrong.

 


 



 


Two

 


 


Looking
into the stern faces of the other pub’s patrons I said, “I’ll just
make sure Glenys is alright. Then we’ll leave to give you space so
you can sort Dewi’s unfortunate accident out.”

The
glares intensified. Unfortunately it just made them look
constipated. I retrieved my deerstalker and coat and slid out from
the booth, hopeful that they wouldn’t attack a lady.

A dull
thrum of ‘danger! danger!’ began in my head. The way the crowd
looked at Sir Percival didn’t make me want to leave him on his
own.

“Mr
Peach has medical training. Glenys may have need of it.” I felt it
best not to mention that it usually consisted of making sure that
all the parts of his previous assistants were collected from the
laboratory after an aetheric experiment didn’t perform quite as
hoped.

I
indicated with my hand that he should accompany me. I knew he had
no wish to be anywhere near Glenys but his sense of
self-preservation made him retrieve his hat and coat and move to
follow my lead.

Silently, way was made for us to leave the booth and head to
the hatch in the bar so we could tend to Glenys. Or rather,
I could tend to Glenys
and Sir Percival use me as a shield from her attentions.

Quiet
murmurs began behind us and my innate sense of danger calmed down
as the crowd’s attention turned back to the unfortunate
Dewi.

Behind
the bar the large figure of Glenys was lying face down. I quickly
readjusted her skirt so as not to reveal too much female to the
sight of Sir Percival. Her limbs didn’t appear to be broken and I
couldn’t see any blood on her blouse or dark skirt. Her body
rhythmically moved up and down indicating that she’d not joined
Dewi in whatever the locals believed to be the
afterlife.

I
crouched down behind the bar and indicated Sir Percival should join
me. I advised in a loud voice, “Looks like she’s alright. Wouldn’t
you say?” Then in a far quieter voice I asked, “What do you think’s
going on?”

Taking
the hint Sir Percival replied loudly, “Yes, looks fine to me. Um,
healthy girl. Good strong, er… bones.” And then “I have no idea
Miss, er… Lemon. Did they think we’d actually killed
him?”

“Best
make sure she gets some rest. Don’t you think?” And then,
whispering, “Did you get a look at the wound? Was it caused by an
animal of some sort?”

“Rest
would be just the ticket for, um… her.” And then, “I don’t know.
The wound looked recent. But I don’t recall hearing anything when
we came in here.”

A chill
came over me. Had we unknowingly walked past whoever, or whatever,
had killed Dewi?

I
realised the pub was silent. Carefully I peered over the top of the
bar. It was empty. And Dewi’s body was nowhere to be
seen.

 


 



 


Three

 


 


After
informing Sir Percival that he should lock and bolt the doors I
managed to move Glenys so she was sitting up with her back to a
beer barrel. Her face had taken a blow when she’d fainted and would
be puffy and bruised in the morning but, apart from that, she
seemed unharmed by the incident. Slowly she came to. In order to
help her recovery along I accompanied her with a medicinal nip of
brandy, welcoming its burning journey down my throat and the fire
it created in my stomach.

“Ooh,
what will you think of me? Fainting an’ such?” She directed towards
Sir Percival, in the hope he’d feel manfully protective towards
her.

I
thought I’d better take the lead and see if I could gain some
information as to what was going on in the village.


“Dreadful accident, wasn’t it. Poor Dewi. Was he out chopping
wood or something?” Although how he’d manage to stab himself in the
back with an axe was beyond me.

Silently
she took another sip of her brandy as her eyes flicked between Sir
Percival and myself. I could tell she knew something and was
internally debating whether she could tell us.

“Are we
alone?” she asked.


“Yes.”

“The
doors locked?”

I
nodded.

She let
out a relieved breath and held out her empty glass for more
brandy.

“Do you
feel fine enough to stand?” I asked.

“I can
try. If…?” she directed a longing look towards Sir
Percival.

“Would
you feel safer in your room here?” I asked.


“Yes.”

“And we
can bring the bottle with us.”

She gave
an enthusiastic nod.

“A
little help?” I suggested towards Sir Percival, and watched as his
face rapidly changed into a frown.

Visibly
he girded his loins and sighed deeply and went to stand on Glenys’
other side. With much grunting we managed to lift her to her feet.
She did rather seem to lean more heavily on Sir Percival’s side
than mine.

When she
was steady on her feet I took hold of the brandy bottle and two
glasses – I didn’t think Sir Percival would feel comfortable
drinking in the presence of two females. We left our hats and coats
on top of the bar for later retrieval.

Behind
the bar was a small staff area and wooden stairs leading to the
upper floor. Outside the pub the wind picked up driving snow
against the windows, rattling the glass. I was very glad to be
inside in the warm. Perhaps we could stay here overnight and not
have to venture out into the cold storm to return to the large
house the Department owned?


Thankfully Glenys had recovered enough to get up the stairs
with little help from either of us. Her room was at the end of a
wood-panelled corridor, with the landlord’s and other rooms the pub
occasionally let out on either side. With it being winter they were
thankfully empty. The landlord wasn’t due back for a few days yet,
although I didn’t know if he could make it back if the snow kept up
like it already was.

Glenys’
room was an explosion of pink frills and lace. So overwhelmingly
feminine that Sir Percival had to grit his teeth and studiously
examine the grain in the wooden floorboards in order that he could
enter.

The wind
had grown even stronger and howled outside the window that had pink
frilly curtains held back by sashes at either side. Through it I
could barely make out the other side of the small main street. I
really didn’t want to have to go back outside and walk through the
snow-storm to our accommodation.

Heat was
provided by a black metal stove with a pipe leading up and out
through the sloping ceiling. Embers glowed inside and there was a
pile of small logs to one side ready to be used. Sir Percival
headed toward it like a thirsty man in a desert seeing an
oasis.

I left
him to his caveman-like fire-making urges and put the brandy and
glasses onto the small side table, then sat with Glenys on the soft
bed. It sank alarmingly beneath her and I had to shuffle sideways
or I’d land on top of her. Not something I was particularly adverse
to but I felt it would be inappropriate in the circumstances, and I
knew she didn’t have the same feelings towards other females as I
did.

“How do
you feel?”

“Still a
bit shaken, Miss er… Lemon.”

“Alice.”
I smiled encouragingly at her.


“Alice.”

She
quieted and watched as Sir Percival crouched down and began forcing
small logs into the stove. Then turned to me and whispered, “Is ‘e
always so intent on stuffing logs into things?”

I heard
the hopefulness in her voice and felt it best to get the
conversation back on track.

“That
should suffice, Mr Peach.”

“Oh, um,
right.” He closed the stove door and got back to his feet, then
looked at me and said, “Er?”

Even
though his eyebrows were no longer hairily expressive I still could
tell he desperately wanted to be out of the room.

“Best
have a look around and make sure the place is secure,” I suggested.
Then turned to Glenys, “Oh, would it be alright if we stayed
overnight. To keep an eye on you?”

She
brightened considerably at the idea.

“Find a
couple of rooms we could use?” I advised Sir Percival. The words
had hardly left my mouth before he was out of the door. No doubt
looking for one with the strongest lock for himself.

I
reached for the brandy and glasses.

“I think
you’ll have a bruise tomorrow. Do you have any cream for
it?”

“Yes,”
she indicated the lace doily-covered dressing table.

I waited
before she took a sip of the brandy before asking, “What is going
on here?”

Her eyes
took on a faraway look. “’E’s not the first.”

“The
first to die?”

“No,”
she whispered.

“How
many?”


“Seven.”

“Seven?
Surely not?” I whispered, horrified.

She
nodded.

Perhaps
Sir Percival and I weren’t in the safest place in
Britain?

A
question nagged at me. “Why did they look at us like
that?”

“Like
what?”

Then I
remembered that she’d been face-down on the floor behind the bar,
so wouldn’t have seen the looks the others had given Sir Percival
and I.

“The
others in the pub? They looked at us like we had something to do
with it?”

“You’re
in the old Baron’s place.”

Well,
yes, but that didn’t answer my question. I queried her with a
look.

“They
must believe you woke the monster.”
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I took a
gulp of my brandy and nearly choked as it burned down my throat.
There was a monster? Living at the Baron’s house? And Sir Percival
and I had possibly woken it? Did the Department know about this?
Did Mr Twocock, the Department’s receptionist, deliberately send us
there? To our possible deaths? Was it an underhand way to be rid of
us and our annoying habit of destroying things? (Or at least be in
the general vicinity when things went permanently
pear-shaped?)

But
thinking back to our covert night-time arrival at the Department I
hadn’t detected any underhandedness from Mr Twocock. He did though
look rather startled at the sight of Sir Percival’s un-hirsuteness.
Which was perfectly understandable, as even I was still coming to
terms with it.

But if
the Department wanted to be rid of us they had the perfect
opportunity when we were within the Department’s own building. Why
take the trouble to send us to hide all the way out to North Wales
and encourage Sir Percival to replicate the cold aether apparatus
from Venice? No. It didn’t add up. Until I had more information to
prove otherwise then I would just call this horrible bad
luck.

Assuming
we lived through it, of course.

But what
about old Mr and Mrs Lloyd? The elderly couple that lived in and
looked after the place?

Did they
know anything about it?

Were
they at risk as well?

“’ere you all right, luv?”

“Hmm?
Oh, yes.” Thinking quickly I added, “Just thinking about poor
Dewi.”

“Yeah.”
She looked down at the floor, then a thought occurred to her, “One
less man for us girls to fight over.”

Her
elbow found my side and I almost dropped my glass in
surprise.

“Er,
yes. Anyway, long day and all that. Best be to bed.”

“Ok.
D’you think ‘e’ll tuck me up all snug an’ like?”

For an
instant I wondered who she meant, but then a sudden mournful noise
sounded from the corridor. Quickly realising what caused it I said,
“Just listen to that wind! Good night, Glenys. Must be off to bed.
Sweet dreams.”

She
smiled. “Peachy ones, I hope.”

The
strange wind blew again.
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The
morning found me still alive and well. A distinct lack of cries for
help and screams in the night-time indicated that Sir Percival’s
defences hadn’t been breached. Moreover, from the absence of noise
from outside it appeared that last night’s storm had passed. The
plain grey curtains glowed from the brightness trying to find a way
through them into the room.

Getting
up from the warm bed I dragged a blanket around myself and tip-toed
across the cold floor to stuff more small logs into the room’s
stove’s glowing embers. I resolved to head back to bed until the
room warmed up sufficiently.

A slight
knock sounded from my door. I sighed, knowing precisely who it
was.


Unfortunately the floor didn’t get any warmer while I went to
unlock it.

Sir
Percival’s pillow-mangled face looked at me. I noted that he was
fully dressed.

“Ah,
good. You’re still alive.”

“Indeed,
Mr Peach. As are you.”

He
glanced back in the direction of Glenys’ room, then quickly pushed
his way inside.

“Is your
room not to your liking, Mr Peach?” I archly asked.

“Hmm? I
think she’s still asleep. Did you take the brandy bottle with you
last night?”


“No.”

“She may
stay asleep for a while then.”

“You
believe she drank it all?”

In reply
he held the door open and said, “Listen.”

I stuck
my head out of the doorway and listened. A deep rhythmic rumble
emanated from Glenys’ room. “She too, is still alive.”

“What
she said last night concerned me.”

“About
the monster?”

“Yes,
and that it is somehow connected with the Baron’s
house.”

“Indeed,
I hope that Mr and Mrs Lloyd, will be sa–”

“I hope
my apparatus will be safe,” he interrupted.

“They
are an elderly cou–”

“I’ve
put an awful lot of work into building it.”

It appeared that his insensitivity wasn’t linked
a la Samson of the Old
Testament with his previous hairiness.

“I feel
is of the utmost importance that we head back to the house and make
sure it is safe.”

Over the
time I’d been his assistant I’d learnt that the best way of dealing
with him was to count to ten. Sometimes multiples thereof. In this
case I turned away and opened the grey curtains one-handed.
Blinding whiteness met my eyes. I was familiar with snow, albeit
the grey slushy version found in London. But this? This was beyond
my experience. A smooth white blanket extended out as far as I
could see underneath a crystal-clear blue sky. It was unutterably
beautiful.

Sir
Percival’s presence intruded on my left side. “Oh,
dear.”

“It
appears we may have to stay here, Mr Peach.”

He
shuddered at the idea. “No. I won’t countenance such an idea. We
must be away to the house as soon as possible!”

I waved
a hand towards the sight out of the window. “That may be more
easily said than done.”

“The
apparatus must be kept safe!”


Unfortunately it appeared that his mind was made
up.

“I shall
await you downstairs in ten minutes time,” he announced with
finality.

“Will
you now?”

But my
sarcasm was lost on him as he quickly left my room and I heard his
footsteps fade away along the corridor to the stairs.


Reluctantly I got dressed while looking at the wondrous image
through the window. I deliberately put Sir Percival’s ten minute
time span out of my mind. If he wanted to leave for the house by
himself then he was certainly welcome to do so. But I knew that he
wouldn’t leave without me.

I arrived downstairs (after making sure Glenys was alright,
and covering up the large amount of her body that was getting
chilled) to a sniff of disdain from Sir Percival. Naturally I ignored him, and wrote a note for
Glenys so she wouldn’t worry that we’d
been abducted during the night, and included an apology that we had
to leave so suddenly.

Sir
Percival gave another sniff at the sight of me leaving the note in
a prominent position on the bar top. With a silent raised eyebrow I
warned him that if he continued such behaviour I’d do something
very nasty to him, such as quietly suggest to Glenys that he
secretly rather liked domineering ladies.

I took
the door key from its hook behind the bar and joined Sir Percival
at the door. While he unbolted the door I unlocked it. But before
venturing out I made sure my deerstalker and coat were securely
buttoned to ward off as much of the cold as possible.

The air
that came through the open door took my breath away. I don’t think
I’d ever felt anything as cold as that; even in my youth on the
harsh London streets at night. Our white breaths made us resemble
steam-driven life-like automatons.

We
crunched out into the thick snow and I turned to lock the door then
crouched down to slide the key back underneath. I had to dig
through the snow to find the base of the door. I felt ever so
envious of Glenys in her warm bed.

Standing
back up I asked, “Must we really do this, Mr Peach?”

With his
nose showing a distinct shade of red (he was probably regretting
the loss of his previous facial hair) he replied, “Yes, Miss
Lemon.”

With our
breaths steaming before us we headed out into the street so as to
join other people’s tracks that had compressed the snow. The bottom
of my thick dress quickly looked like it had been crusted with
sugar icing. We followed the tracks until we had to turn off and
head out of the village on an upwards gradient towards the Baron’s
house. I hoped that Mr Lloyd had kept the boilers working to keep
the house warm.

A
thought came to me. “Do you spy any strange tracks, Mr
Peach?”

“Such as
those not made by a human, Miss Lemon?”


“Yes.”


“No.”


“Good.”

“I am though rather cognizant of the fact that if someone,
or thing, were so
inclined they could easily follow us back to the house.”

I
glanced behind us and saw our tracks clearly in the snow. I
resolved to bring more weapons than just the twin stiletto knives
hidden in my wrist sheaths for future visits to the
village.
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On our
walk back to the house I kept a weather eye out for any strange
footprints in the pristine snow. But I only saw what Sir Percival
informed me were deer, fox, and hare tracks.

Below us
was white, above us was clear blue. The air smelt of nothing. Or it
meant that my sense of smell was frozen with the cold. Only the
sounds of our breathing, and crunching through the snow found its
way to my cold ears underneath my deerstalker hat. It was a
marvellously strange situation I found myself in. One that I was
sure I’d remember for years to come. Hopefully in far warmer
environs.

With a
backdrop of the spectacular white mountains the roof of the Baron’s
house was the only part visible behind the tall brick wall and
hardy fir trees that surrounded it. But I saw what I wanted to see
– smoke coming from the chimneys, which meant that Mr and Mrs Lloyd
were still alive. Which also meant that Sir Percival’s precious
apparatus would be safe as well. Which additionally meant that we’d
left the welcome warmth of the pub on a wild goose chase. “Could’ve
stayed in bed,” I groused to him. I took my frustration out on my
dress and beat away as much of the snow that stuck to it as
possible, whilst looking askance at Sir Percival.

With a
haughty eye he ignored my griping. It was a foregone conclusion
that he’d want to be out of the pub and away from Glenys’ romantic
attentions as quickly as possible.

The road
leading up to the entrance gates was hidden beneath the thick layer
of white. But thankfully the snow followed the contours so we could
make out where the ditches on either side of it were.

We
approached the high metal railing gates and Sir Percival retrieved
from a pocket the key to the padlock that secured them. Through the
gates I saw lights were on in some of the rooms of the house that
was still some distance away. Normally a long curving gravel
driveway would lead up to the main entrance between the two wings,
but instead a blanket of white covered the interior
grounds.

Now we’d
arrived I wanted to be inside, out of the numbing cold. Out of my
heavy dress and hat and gloves, and melting into a hot bubbly bath.
I felt sure that this would vanquish the ice that seemed to be
forming in my extremities. And if by some miracle Shemei and
Hasina, the maids that took quite exhaustive care of my body, could
join me from Egypt? Then most of my dreams would come
true.

With a welcome click! the padlock opened and Sir
Percival pushed the gate open for us to enter. I left him to relock
it and hurried in a straight line directly to the large front door
where welcoming warmth awaited me. Once again I kept an eye out for
strange tracks, but just as I’d gone a quarter of the distance
towards the doorway something caught my eye – green grass was
showing in the snow over by a tree-less section of the surrounding
high wall. Puzzled, I stopped and took a better look. The area
wasn’t immediately observable from the gate which is why I
initially missed it. Had the overnight snow-storm somehow missed
that part of the grounds? Slowly I walked towards it. My eyes, ever
on the lookout, darted around the enclosed grounds. No other area
was similarly bare of snow. Then something struck me about it – it
had an obvious geometric shape – a rectangle roughly twelve feet by
six.

Had the
high wall and trees conspired to create some sort of wind vortex
preventing snow falling in an almost perfect rectangle?

“Sir
Percival?” I said, keeping my eye on the green grass.

“Yes,
Miss Le- Lovelady?”

“This is
a most inexplicable occurrence.”

I heard
his steps in the snow crunch towards me, then stop. He’d seen
it.

“Are you
aware of any natural event that would create this?” I
asked.

His only
response was to slowly walk past me towards it.

I turned
round on the spot checking more diligently for any similar
snow-less areas. Again, I saw none.

Ahead of
me Sir Percival had stopped a few yards short of the green grass,
which was a welcome relief for the eyes after looking at white snow
all this time. Slowly he turned round gauging distances and angles
from the grass rectangle to the house and wall and
trees.

“Do you
have a theory, Sir Percival?”

But he
was now deep into his scientific investigation persona and ignored
me as he walked out onto the grassy rectangle and crouched down
placing his right hand flat on the grass. Having determined
something he stood back up and moved to another area of the
snow-less rectangle and repeated the crouch and feeling of the
grass. I knew better than to interrupt his musings as I had seen so
often how important they were for his scientific
breakthroughs.

I heard
the crunch of snow coming towards me and turned to see the elderly
Mr Lloyd heading in our direction. As always he was impeccably
dressed in his black frock-coat and trousers, and white shirt. A
black bowler hat perched precariously atop his head. As I would not
consider the Lloyds to be the regular type of Departmental employee
(‘young’ and ‘thrusting’ would not be two words I’d use to describe
them) I believe they were kept on in their posts because no-one
else wanted to come out here in the isolated middle of nowhere and
take over looking after the house.

Before
he could say anything and disrupt Sir Percival’s train of thought I
hurried towards him and placed a be-gloved finger to my lips.
Underneath his bowler his wrinkled bald head with wispy white hair
raised itself in confusion at my action.

I
whispered, “Mr Lloyd it’s so good to see you again. How is Mrs
Lloyd?”

Like
some startled toad he slowly blinked his eyes and readjusted his
thoughts to respond to my query.

“We are
both very well, Miss. Thank you for asking.”

“No
problem with the snow-storm last night?”

He
raised himself to his bare five-feet and pronounced, “That was but
a gentle summer breeze compared to some recalcitrant weather my
wife and I have experienced.”

Yes, you probably lived through the last
ice-age, I thought to myself.

His eyes
flicked past me to Sir Percival’s antics. I saw confusion begin to
spread across his face and I thought it best to distract
him.

“Was
there something you wanted, Mr Lloyd?”

“Hmm?
Oh, yes.” He turned his attention back to me. “Myself and Mrs Lloyd
were wondering if you were due to enter the house at sometime today
as she’s kept some lamb hotpot from last night when you neglected
to return.”

There
were many responses I could give to such a statement. And I was
just selecting the best one when Sir Percival strode by us back
towards the house and said, “Hotpot? Capital! Come, Miss… er,
Lemon.”

I
hurried after Sir Percival, determined to root out his thoughts on
the strange snow-less area.
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Under
the watchful eye of the plump Mrs Lloyd in her stark black and
white uniform Sir Percival and I quickly de-snowed ourselves in the
entrance foyer. Unsurprisingly enough the idea of hot food spurred
us on. Just as we were hanging our coats up Mr Lloyd arrived back,
carefully placed his bowler on a hook and walked past us into the
house. For some reason I was surprised that he hardly acknowledged
his wife. Maybe they’d reached some plateau in their long
relationship where they didn’t need to speak to each other to know
what each was thinking? Was that something to be envied? Would
Katherine and I have done the same if she’d not been so cruelly
taken from me? Or were we still in the blissful springtime
excitement of learning about each other?

The
walls and portraits upon them passed by in a blur as I followed
behind Sir Percival and mused upon relationships and seasons. I
walked through a doorway into a room and found it to be the dining
room. The welcome smell of hot food (albeit last night’s hotpot)
woke me from my thoughts and I sat down at the large polished wood
table, willing Mr Lloyd to move faster when serving us.

I felt
it best not to make enquiries with Sir Percival concerning the
strange rectangle until we were alone in the makeshift laboratory
in the West wing of the house. This was primarily due to being
circumspect around the Lloyds, but also that we were both stuffing
our faces as soon as our plates arrived and had no time to
talk.


Eventually we sat back, our hunger assuaged. Mrs Lloyd slowly
cleared our places and Mr Lloyd stood by the door ready to be of
slow assistance.

Sir
Percival turned to Mr Lloyd and said, “Please bring the coffee to
the laboratory.”

It
looked like my hot, bubbly ice-melting bath would be
delayed.

“The
ballroom, yes sir.”

For some reason Mr Lloyd refused to call it a laboratory, and
kept insisting it was the ballroom. I had no idea when the last
ball was held in the house. As far as we were concerned it was a
room large enough for the growing apparatus that Sir Percival was
building. It was also in the side of the building that no-one was
inhabiting. Which was particularly useful if, heaven forbid, there
were any aetheric incidents.

I don’t
actually think the Lloyds knew much about aether, and especially
not how potentially dangerous it was. Several times now I’d had to
dissuade Mrs Lloyd from slowly polishing the copper tubing. If the
aether was running and she’d flicked her duster in the wrong place
Sir Percival would’ve had to use his medical knowledge to scrape
her off what remained of the walls, floor, and ceiling.
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The scent of chilled copper was like an old friend welcoming
me back into the large laboratory-cum-ballroom. The tall
multi-paned arched windows around the room were uncovered, letting
in as much natural light as possible. One of the very first things
Sir Percival and I had done was increase the amount of glass
surrounding the gas lights to try and minimise the possibility of a
catastrophic explosion happening when we were working at
night.

Like
some overly-proud parent Sir Percival examined the copper and glass
apparatus that he’d build from memory. I had to admit that it was
quite an achievement. But whether it would work was anyone’s
guess.

The next
phase of the construction would be to add several long pipes to
take the aether outside in order to cool it. Unlike the Men of the
Cog we didn’t have the canals of Venice in which to cool our
aether, so we could only hope that the cold winds coming down off
the mountains would suffice. Whether this meant we needed longer
pipes outside was a question we’d answer if it came up.

I also
didn’t know how the Lloyds would take to our plan to have exit and
entry holes through the large double-doors leading out into the
grounds. It seemed that Mr Lloyd was inordinately proud of his
ballroom, refusing to call it a laboratory and suchlike. What he’d
do when he saw us knocking holes in it was a matter I’d decided to
leave in Sir Percival’s capable hands. Several pipes were already
aiming themselves at the doors in readiness.

A slow
knock came from the large twin doors that opened into the ballroom.
Our coffee had arrived.

“Miss,
er…?” Sir Percival said. Confusion bloomed across his face as he
didn’t know what name to call me in this situation.

“I’ll
get it, Mr Peach.”

With
visible relief he turned back to carefully tap a piece of bespoke
blown glass with his fingernail as I went to the door.

“Tart,”
Mr Lloyd said to me as he handed me the silver tray with the shiny
metal coffee service upon it.

“I’m
sorry?” I replied, blinking my confusion at him.

“I’ve
forgotten the Bakewell tart Mrs Lloyd has made for you.”


“Splendid!” Sir Percival said from behind me in the room.
“She’s an absolute angel. You’re a lucky man to have
her.”

That Sir
Percival said something like this was a surprise to me. As his
attention was engrossed with his apparatus I believed it was some
sort of verbal reflex he’d developed so as to attempt to socially
fit in somehow.

“Indeed,
Sir. Tart,” he repeated, as I turned away from him. “I shall bring
it forthwith.”

I
couldn’t help getting the feeling that he took a certain amount of
gratification in using that word in my direction. No matter. I’d
been called far worse in my younger days. And also taken out
retribution upon the perpetrators. I hoped I’d been mistaken about
Mr Lloyd.

The
coffee smelt delicious and I took it to a small side table that was
accidentally clear of tools and copper tubing. I quickly poured
myself a cup and then another that I took over to the absorbed Sir
Percival, making sure to avoid inadvertently walking into the maze
of pipes and glass.

“Mr
Peach,” I said, reaching him. He ignored me. I knew why. “Sir
Percival,” I whispered, knowing that using his more recognisable
real name would break him out of his intense
concentration.

“Ah!
Thank you, Miss… um.”

I
suppose I’d better get used to being called ‘Um’.

We
sipped our drinks while looking round the apparatus. I was still
dying to know what he thought about the green rectangle outside,
but needed to wait for the slow arrival of Mr Lloyd and the
‘tart’.

After
several delightful sips of the coffee the sound of deliberate
footsteps arrived and, even though the door was open, a series of
slow, sharp knocks came from it.

I
glanced up at Sir Percival in case he was going to answer it. But
all I got was a thoughtful “Hmm?” as he examined the curve in a
piece of copper tubing.


Carefully I retraced my steps, placed my cup and saucer on
the table, and reached the door.


“Ta–”

“Tart,
yes indeed.” I quickly interrupted Mr Lloyd and took the dish,
plates and cutlery from him. “It looks wonderful. Please pass our
thanks on to your good wife.”


“Anythi–?”

“That
will be all thank you, Mr Lloyd.”

I shut
the door in his face, and locked it, savouring the memory of his
affronted look. Petty, I know, but I was never going to let anyone
bring me down to their level ever again.
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A sneaky idea sprung to mind and I cut a slice of the
admittedly delicious-looking Bakewell tart and placed it on a
plate. Then I went in search of Sir Percival. Triangulating his
position by using the sound of musical metallic pings as he tapped the various tubes
I found him deep in among the apparatus. I then gently wafted the
raspberry jam and almond smell in his direction.

“Your
thoughts on the grassy area outside, Sir Percival?”

The pings
stopped as the scent found its mark.


“Hmm?”

“The
unusual grassy area outside. What do you make of it?”

“That? I
thought it was pretty obvious, Miss,… Um.”

I sighed
and carefully manoeuvred myself out from the depth of the metal
beast’s intestines back to the coffee table.


“Obvious? How?”

Sir
Percival emerged after me like some dessert-hungry animal, just as
I’d planned. Perhaps my longed-for bath wasn’t a lost
cause?

“The
ground in that area is far warmer than elsewhere. So any snow that
fell on it would melt.”

“That
was quite a storm last night. Judging from the surrounding
snow-covered areas it must be remarkably warm?”


“Indeed.”

He’d now
reached the table and was slicing into the tart.

But his
reply raised another question - what would make the ground that
warm? But then I remembered the way he examined the angles to the
house and surrounding wall. “Would it be something connected with
the house?”

His reply was postponed by stuffing large piece of Bakewell
tart into his mouth. I must say that since he was now clean-shaven
I didn’t have the unfortunate sight of him feeding his beard, or
doing disgusting things with the crumbs that inevitably
found their way into it.

Patience, Alice. Patience, I
silently chided myself.

With a
swallow he finished the piece of Bakewell tart, then absently
reached for his non-existent beard in order to suck the crumbs from
it. With my poker face I watched as a look of disappointment
crossed his face when he realised he no longer had one.

“Grass?”
I prompted.

He looked at me, momentarily nonplussed. “Oh, I believe it’s
something to do with the
house.”

But it
was remarkably close to the wall? “That far out? A secret tunnel or
some such?”

“Without
asking questions of the… um,” he cast around trying to remember Mr
and Mrs Lloyd’s names, and gave up, “staff, which they may not be
amenable to. Or searching for access to any basement area, I am
unable to offer further supposition.”

“But
what could be so extraordinarily warm? Doesn’t it strike you as
very strange?”

“My
whole purpose is aimed to the creation of this.” He absently waved
his empty plate at the cold aether apparatus. “It is most important
that I not permit myself to be distracted from it.”

I saw his point. This was perhaps the foremost important
scientific achievement of the age. That the Men of the Cog were so
close to solving it for their own nefarious ends meant that Sir
Percival had to
make his version work.

But did
the mysterious deaths, of which Dewi’s was apparently the most
recent, have any bearing upon the safety of the apparatus? Was
there a link between the inexplicably warm ground and the deadly
monster the locals blamed Sir Percival and I for?

It
appeared that it was my responsibility to answer these questions.
And I knew just who to begin making enquiries with.
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I found
Mrs Lloyd alone in the wood and white-tiled kitchen. The savoury
smell of the hotpot still lingered in the warm air. Her arms were
white from flour she’d spread upon a table’s surface and wooden
rolling pin so that the dough she was making didn’t stick to it.
The front of her black and white uniform was similarly dusted with
white like Sir Percival and I had been on our journey through the
snow. A white mob cap protected her grey hair. The current
whereabouts of her husband were unknown to me. For all I knew he
was in their private quarters doing solitary male things. I had to
stifle a giggle when the idea of him perusing a copy of Cossack
Horseriders Weekly crossed my mind.

Mind upon business, Miss Lovelady! I
silently reminded myself.

“That
was a most delightful Bakewell tart, Mrs Lloyd.”

“Why
thank you, Miss Lemon.”

“I
really must get the recipe from you before…” I let the sentence
hang like a fisherman’s lure in the water.

“’Before’, Miss Lemon?”

I went
and sat upon a wooden chair to the side of the table she was using.
“When our work here is done the Department will want us to move
on.”


“Oh.”

She
concentrated on kneading the dough, with perhaps a touch more
vigour than before.

“It must
be a marvellous place during the spring and summer months. Those
majestic mountains, fields of lovely flowering alpines. Clean,
fresh air. Most invigorating.”

“Yes,
Miss.”

“And
your husband to share it all with! I do so envy you, Mrs
Lloyd.”

This time she didn’t answer but concentrated on the dough,
picking it up and slamming it down onto the table with a
loud thud!
raising a cloud of flour into the air. Maybe their marriage wasn’t
all that it looked like?

“It’s
been lovely being able to speak to another woman. All I normally
get are boring male conversations.”

A tear
glinted in her left eye. Had I gone too far? But I had to know if
we were all in danger.

“Mrs
Lloyd?” I asked gently.

She
stood unmoving, her face downcast.

“I’m
sorry, Mrs Lloyd. May I know your first name?” I quietly
asked.

“Gwen,”
she replied, almost whispering.

“That’s
a lovely name, Gwen. I’m Alice.”

She
raised her head and looked at me. My heart almost broke seeing her
eyes were red and puffy and fresh tears left trails in the white
flour on her cheeks. I got up from the chair and went round to wrap
my arms around her.

She
smelt of lavender and flour and was slightly shorter than myself.
Hugging her felt like she was a large cuddly pillow. Her body shook
with quiet sobs and I cursed myself for having to do this to
her.

We stood
in the silent kitchen until her breathing had regained its
normality. I released her from my arms and pulled a chair out for
her to use.

“Here,
Gwen.”

Still
choked up she could only whisper, “Thank you, Miss.”

I sat
next to her and, smiling, said, “Alice, Gwen. Please call me
Alice.”

She
sniffed and smiled back. “Alice.”

“I’m
worried, Gwen.”

Wiping
the wetness from her eyes with a red plaid tea towel she retrieved
from a pocket she asked, “Why?”

“There
are strange things going on, Gwen. Did you know that Dewi was
killed last night?”

She
gaped at me, her red-rimmed eyes wide with surprise, “Dewi?
No!”

I nodded
confirmation. “Last night. Attacked from behind. No one heard or
saw anything.”

“Dewi,”
she whispered, her unfocused eyes looked across the
kitchen.

“He’s
not the first, is he, Gwen?”

She
didn’t respond, still in shock from Dewi’s death.

“How
many others are there, Gwen?”

Her eyes
flicked to mine.

“How
many, Gwen?”

She
stayed silent.

I
reached for her arm and gently held it. “I want to help, Gwen. But
can’t if you don’t tell me.”

“No one
can help,” she said quietly.

She
didn’t know me very well.

I
decided to change tack. “Why is there a strange warm area under the
grounds, Gwen? Is there a passageway under the house to
it?”

Her
red-rimmed eyes widened with fear, “Please don’t look for it,
Alice.”

“Why?
What is it?”

“Promise me you won’t look for it. Please,” she pleaded.

“I’m a very curious lady, Gwen. I also don’t like people
dying around me in mysterious ways. Is there a monster,
Gwen?”

But fear
had taken a hold of her and she started shaking. Then quickly stood
up and ran sobbing from the kitchen.

My
choices were becoming limited. Sir Percival had to stay and look
after his apparatus, Mrs Lloyd was out of the picture, and Mr Lloyd
was… somewhere. But whether he would be of help or hindrance was
unknown to me.

The day
was still young. I decided it would be for the best to inform Sir
Percival that I was going to find a monster. At the very least so
he knew his main glassblower would be unavailable. For an
indeterminate length of time.
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On
hearing my plan Sir Percival closed his eyes and stood as still as
a statue. The only indication that he was still alive were the
little tics and shivers his body produced. Having experienced this
before I knew that he was internally debating his best course of
action. I was all set to get tooled up (as I believe it was termed
in the Penny Dreadfuls) and head off alone to face whatever the
thing was. But Sir Percival quite unnerved me by announcing, “I
believe the best outcome for all concerned would be if I joined
you, Miss Lovelady.”

I was
unable to hide my astonishment, “Are you quite sure of this, Sir
Percival?” I knew he needed me as cover for his sexual
proclivities, but going to hunt a monster? Perhaps one of the
variables in his mental calculation was that he was concerned about
my not being available to shield him from Glenys’ romantic
intentions?

He
stayed silent for a few moments, as if re-running the equation in
his head.


“Yes.”

“Then
let us get ready.”

As we
left the laboratory he gave the apparatus a wistful look, as if he
were unsure whether he’d see it again. Judging from the attack on
Dewi I wasn’t sure he was far off the mark.

We made
haste to our rooms and arm ourselves. Thankfully the false bottoms
and hidden extras in our cases went undiscovered by the poking and
prodding of Her Majesty’s Customs inspectors after we’d arrived
back from Venice. But with the rush to hide us away from the Men of
the Cog, and the need to quickly re-create the Cold Aether machine,
we’d not had time to add to our arsenals.

Back in
my room I decided that I’d be damned if I was going to face a
dangerous monster while in disguise. Whatever it was would know the
wrath of a pink-haired female!

Quickly
I washed the black dye out, quite ruining a towel in the process (I
hoped Mrs Lloyd would forgive me). I felt much better looking in
the mirror seeing my now normal pink hair, albeit slightly
smudged.

One thing I did think was missing from my arsenal was a
sword. Thin stiletto knives were all very well, but if it was the
type of monster that needed its head lopped off in order to die,
then I needed to have something able to do the job properly.
Luckily the Baron (whoever he was) had his own weapon collection,
which was kept gleaming by Mrs Lloyds slow polishing. One sword in
particular stood out – a most ornate affair, all curves and sharp
pointy bits (including the one you aimed
at your foe).

Suitably
armed with my clockwork weapons, my rifle at the ready, and
protective goggles hanging round my neck I rejoined Sir Percival.
Naturally I ignored his surprise at seeing my pink hair again, and
made him detour to the Baron’s armoury whereupon I sheathed the
aforementioned sword and strapped it to my back.

For his
part Sir Percival eyed the crude lethal weapons with a disdainful
air, and decided to keep with the gun of his own making.

“Do you
have any idea where to find the tunnel, Sir Percival?” I asked on
our journey back to the ground floor of the house.

“At the
moment, no. I can only hope that the entrance is somewhere within
this house and not out in the grounds.”

I
concurred with his thoughts, not wanting to face the cold snow
again any time soon.

We began
by looking for any locked doors. After ten minutes of this it began
to dawn upon us that we hadn’t the foggiest idea where to start.
For all we knew the entrance was in one of the upper rooms and we’d
have to descend a thin staircase between the house’s walls. Without
deliberately levelling the house (perhaps explosively) finding the
tunnel looked an impossible task.

It was
therefore quite unexpectedly fortuitous that a puffy-eyed Mrs Lloyd
found us and, after getting over her shock at the sight of my pink
hair, wordlessly beckoned us to follow her. Whereupon she led us
down several corridors to what appeared to be a staff waiting
room.

Several
bells were attached to one of the walls with their strings
deliberately cut so they wouldn’t work anymore. Holes above them
indicated where the strings normally went on their journey
throughout the house ready to be used by the Baron and his
houseguests to summon staff.

From the
well-worn comfy brown leather chair with several expensive-looking
bottles of port on a little podium to its side, and the low coffee
table with some large-bowled spirit glasses upon it it appeared
that Mr Lloyd had made the room his own. I was most thankful to see
that copies of Cossack Horserider weekly were not in evidence, as
Sir Percival may have been waylaid by them.

“Behind
there,” Mrs Lloyd indicated a large rectangular piece of dark wood
that just appeared to be leaning against one of the walls. At a
guess it was roughly eight foot tall by five feet wide. Anything
could be hiding behind it.

I smiled
warmly at her and said, “Thank you, Gwen.”

She
looked at me and burst into fresh sobs. Sir Percival took a step
back away from her in shocked surprise, carefully making sure I was
between him and the potentially hysterical female.

Ignoring
him I went to give Gwen a hug, but before I could reach her she’d
turned away and hurried out of the room. Maybe it was just as well
as I wouldn’t want one of my clockwork weapons accidentally
activated. I did though mentally promise to give her a thank you
hug when the monster was vanquished.

Silently
Sir Percival and I looked at each other, and then the large piece
of wood. It looked for all the world like a table-top just waiting
to be re-veneered.


Wordlessly we unholstered our guns and checked they were
ready. The whining sound of the Tesla coil on my rifle loud in the
room.
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With one
hand holding my rifle I went to move the wood but Sir Percival
quickly touched my arm. Surprised, I looked at him.

He
whispered, “It may be booby-trapped.”

I nodded
my understanding at his excellent thought and carefully went to one
side of it to see if anything unusual was in evidence. Nothing was,
but I did feel strange air movements and an earthy scent that
originated from the tunnel behind it.

Silently
I shook my head at Sir Percival, whereupon he examined the other
side. Apparently not seeing anything either he indicated the stone
floor slabs to me. I noticed scuff marks to one side of the piece
of wood, as if it had been moved to one side. He mimed that I
should take hold of my side of the piece of wood and he would hold
the other and we’d move it together.

With our
weapons held in one hand we used our other hands to pull and push
the large piece of wood out of the way.

The base
of the wood appeared to have been greased as the movement was
smooth and silent. Probably Mr Lloyd not wanting to advertise the
fact of his movements to his wife. Just what was he doing down
there?

Behind
the wood was a crudely-shaped hole roughly six feet high and four
feet wide in the stone wall. Beyond was darkness.

Sir
Percival looked around for something he expected to find in the
room.

“There’s
no lantern,” he whispered.

“Maybe
he wasn’t expecting anyone to follow him down the tunnel,” I
whispered back.

He
nodded. “Shall I go and get one?”

I
thought about it. At the moment surprise was our greatest ally. And
as far as I knew my strange aetheric sight was still
working.

“I shall
go first. Follow close behind me.”

Sir
Percival quirked his head to one side while looking at
me.

“You
seem to be quite adept in lightless environments, Miss Lovelady. Do
you have some sort of anomalous night-sight?”

Damn. If
I told him I did then he’d realise that I was just having a lot of
fun poking him whilst pretending I too couldn’t see a
thing.

I did
the only thing I could do without answering truthfully – I quickly
raised my gun at the ready and headed into the tunnel with a hasty,
“No time to waste!”
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Darkness
and the smell of dry earth surrounded me. I breathed a sigh of
relief that my strange sight still worked and let me see faint
purple images of the surrounding tunnel, which was only wide enough
for one person at a time to walk through it. I felt a hand on my
shoulder as Sir Percival used me as a guide. I knew I’d have to
answer some rather pointed questions as to my behaviour in
similarly lightless environs that Sir Percival and I had been in
previously.

Assuming
we survived this one first though.

The
tunnel quickly turned left and sloped slightly downwards. I had no
clue as to how far we were from the strange warm area of ground
we’d seen outside. Or even its direction. The floor of the tunnel
seemed to be hard packed. Possibly due to the number of times Mr
Lloyd had walked over it.

The
sound of our movements and breathing was absorbed by the earthen
sides and ceiling. Ahead there seemed to be a strange straight-edge
to the tunnel side. When we reached it I realised it was one of the
house’s foundation walls. But whether it was at the side of the
house or inside I didn’t know.

I
detected a warming of the air around us, and that a faint breeze
with a slight tang to it pushed it into my face. We must have been
getting near to the strange heated area.

Sir
Percival’s hand left my shoulder. Quickly I looked round to check
if he was alright, and saw him examining the surrounding walls and
ceiling. It was then I realised that very faint light surrounded
us, and it was orangey-red in colour.

“Must be
from the heat source,” Sir Percival surmised in a
whisper.

I turned
and led the way along the tunnel, my every sense on full
alert.

The heat
intensified and I felt a bead of sweat prickle my brow. Just what
was down here?

Instead
of rough, packed earth the tunnel walls here appeared to be
smoother. Curious I ran my left hand fingers over them. It felt
like they’d been plastered. And the ceiling had a distinctive curve
to it. Had Mr Lloyd been practicing interior decoration down
here?

Sir
Percival nudged me and, when I turned to question him with a look,
indicated something ahead of us. Slowly we continued on and I saw
what had gained Sir Percival’s attention – an alcove with a statue
inside it.

I felt
another nudge from him, and was quite ready to poke him in response
when I caught sight of the ground we’d been walking upon. Only it
wasn’t rough-packed earth, it was small shaped tiles. I stopped
walking in surprise. Mr Lloyd had built a bathroom down
here?

Sir
Percival pushed past me and hurried to the alcove.

The
faint orangey-red light gave everything a macabre look. Especially
the image of a very large snake picked out in the tile pieces on
the floor.
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Ahead of
me Sir Percival finished examining the statue and hurried further
on to another alcove he’d spied. Confusion still gripped me. Was
this a quite extraordinary effort of interior decoration by the
elderly Mr Lloyd, or was something else going on here?

As I
walked upon the image of the snake a distant memory tried to gain
my attention. But like a word you can’t recall at the tip of your
tongue it still had some way to make it to my conscious
mind.

The statue in the alcove was created from smooth stone,
possibly marble, and was female. Almost embarrassingly so as she
was topless. But why hadn’t Sir Percival cried out in shock at the
sight of so much female?

Had Mr
Lloyd been hiding the light of his sculpting prowess underneath his
gruff exterior? Was this his vision of Mrs Lloyd, perhaps at a far
younger stage in her life? If so he must have an excellent memory
for… female parts.

Sir
Percival hurried back to me, excitement almost lighting him up.
“Isn’t this wonderful?”

But
before I could agree that it was quite the achievement for a
gentlemen of his advanced years, he quite dumb-founded me by
adding, “A Roman temple! Who’d have thought it!”


Roman?

Yes, Roman, my subconscious agreed,
feeling slightly smug with itself and giving me a light cuff around
the head for being such a dunce. That made much more sense than
attributing everything to Mr Lloyd’s actions. I almost laughed
aloud at the thoughts I’d had of his deeds down here. It also
explained Sir Percival’s action, or non-action as it were, at the
sight of the topless female statue – it wasn’t a dangerous statue
of a topless female, it was the far safer topic of
history. Of the Ancient
Roman type. Probably something that he’d had beaten into him at
whatever school he was sent to board at.

“They
were probably here due to the gold, like those currently living
here.”

But
wait, what did a Roman temple have to do with a monster? And did it
mean we’d be dealing with gods? Again? I’d had quite enough of that
in Egypt, thank you very much.

Before
Sir Percival could rush off ahead into the temple I grabbed his arm
and asked, “What has this to do with the monster we’re
hunting?”

He was
so excited that the fact of a female holding on to him didn’t cross
his mind.

“Oh. I,
um don’t yet know, Miss Lovelady.”

I waved
my gun under his nose to make him aware that we were still in
danger and should be careful.

“Please
don’t do anything foolish, Sir Percival.”

But he
was still too excited at the find to take notice of my words,
looking all around the orangey-red tunnel. It appeared that I
needed to take a different tack.

“What of
your apparatus, Sir Percival?”

That
caught his attention, and the gravity of our situation lowered
itself onto his shoulders. Seeing him calm down I let his arm go
and let him lead the way further into the temple.
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The
tunnel branched off into dark rooms and dimly-lit passageways. It
seemed like we’d wandered into a maze. The air was surprisingly
warm and the tangy smell was much stronger. It smelt for all the
world like rotten eggs. With the increased heat I felt the need to
undo the top button of my dress. I decided it best not to advise
Sir Percival of this fact.

Around
us statues of naked males and females stood in alcoves. Various
beasts such as wolves, lions, tigers, and bears, with the odd
snake, were depicted in the mosaics upon the floor. All of them
looked very fierce.

Sir
Percival led us in a seemingly dizzy array of directions, so much
so that I felt the need to tap him on the shoulder.

He
stopped and turned to me, “Yes?”

“Do you
know which way to go or are you guessing?”

He gave
me an affronted look. “I am following the most obvious path, Miss
Lovelady.” He indicated the mosaic animal images upon the floor.
“The Romans wouldn’t bother with putting highly work-intensive
mosaics on the floors of unimportant passageways or rooms, so I am
following the most important path. It seems most logical,
yes?”

Not
being the recipient of the same level of his education I could only
acknowledge that it certainly seemed a reasonable theory. I waved a
hand indicating he should continue to lead. “Thank you. Please go
on.”

He
pointed to some carvings in the stone above us that I’d thought
were just for decoration. “There’s also the fact that the writing
indicates this is the way to go.”

I could
feel his intense smugness seeping through his back when he turned
to lead the way again.

As we
ventured further the light began to markedly increase until Sir
Percival stopped. Looking past him I saw why. In an alcove next to
another topless lady (this time apparently wearing a bunch of
grapes in her hair) stood a shiny metal lantern.

With his
free hand he indicated that I should look up. What I now recognised
as words were deeply carved into the marble. I had no idea what
they said, but Sir Percival, a sheen of sweat on his face, turned
to me and said, “I believe this is it, Miss Lovelady.”

In a way
I rather hoped it was as my dress wasn’t designed to keep me cool.
In fact I had a strong urge to re-experience the cold snow above
us.


“Ready?”

But
before I could answer I felt a vibration through my boots. And a
low rumbling sound impinged upon my hearing. “What’s
that?”

“I
believe it’s the reason for the heat.”

I waited
for a more useful answer. But, as nothing more was forthcoming, had
to resort to a raised eyebrow.

“Heat
from the ground,” he explained.


Carefully I examined his face to check if he was pulling my
leg. “Really?”

“The
Romans made use of it in their hot spring baths.”

Oh. But
here? In deepest North Wales? One up for the Romans then. It seemed
that they also went for long flowing dresses, if their statues were
to be believed. Most civilised, rather like Egypt. I could do with
wearing one of those in the in the current environment.

My nose
decided to bring to my attention the strong strange scent. “What’s
that smell?”

“I
believe it is magma.”


“Magma?”

“More
specifically the sulphurous gas that the molten rock is releasing
into the air.”

Again I
examined his face for possible foolishness. “Really?”

“Yes. In
my younger days I was quite fascinated by volcanism. Ready
now?”

I
decided that time was of the essence and to perhaps question him
upon the matter later. “Ready.”

We
placed our protective goggles over our eyes and peered round the
corner to see a large rectangular room with long stone benches
along all the sides. It appeared to be wholly made from white
marble. Or at least I assumed it was as everything was bright
yellowy-orange.

A
rectangular pit in the centre of the stone floor was the source of
all the light and fierce heat that flooded the tunnel we’d
traversed. It also appeared to be the source of the vibration and
the low rumbling noise.

The
white ceiling curved above the rectangular pit and I had the strong
suspicion that this room was also what caused the anomalous warming
in the garden above.

At the
other end of the room was another entrance, similar to the one we
stood in. Carved along one wall were more of what I now recognised
as words.

More
alcoves housed statues, some of which appeared to have more than
the usual quota of arms. Or legs. Or none.

On the
long side of the rectangle to our left sat a plump figure. I
realised it was Mr Lloyd and, with a shudder of horror, saw that he
was naked. Suddenly my strange internal danger system began
shouting at me.
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With our
guns aimed at the naked Mr Lloyd we slowly moved further into the
fiercely-hot room, carefully avoiding the rectangular pit in the
floor. Even without my warning system shouting at me I knew
something was definitely off about the situation.

I peered
down into the hellishly hot pit, thankfully my goggles protected my
eyes against the intense heat coming up out of it. The sides near
the top were rough stone, but lower down looked as if they’d been
melted somehow. Even lower down was a bright yellow-orange liquid
that flowed like a river from Hell. I guessed that this was the
magma Sir Percival mentioned earlier, and also that neither of us
would survive falling into its depths.

Mr Lloyd
hadn’t moved even though we were in plain sight. I saw his eyes
were closed. The low rumbling noise probably helped mask our
entrance.

We
carefully stepped along the long right-hand side of the rectangular
room until we stood opposite the non-moving Mr Lloyd (I felt it
necessary to move slightly further along so as to avoid the direct
sight of between his legs).

“It’s an
incantation,” Sir Percival whispered.

“Sorry,
what?”

He
indicated the carved words in the wall with his gun. “It’s an
incantation.”

I didn’t
like the sound of that. “To do what?”

Still
keeping my gun aimed at the naked Mr Lloyd I noticed Sir Percival’s
lips moving as he silently translated the words.

“To
change… form.”

“Change
form?”

“From
human into animal.”

My mind
flicked to the images of the fierce beasts depicted in the mosaics
on the floor. Oh dear.

“Excuse
me!” called out Sir Percival, startling me.

Mr Lloyd
didn’t move.

He tried
again, “Feels a tad warm, don’t you think?”

Mr
Lloyd’s eyes flicked open. And I sort of wished they hadn’t as in
the light they looked to be bright red.

“Oh
dear,” Sir Percival said.

I
concurred with his assessment. As did my internal warning system
which began to scream ‘get out!’ at me.

All of a
sudden Mr Lloyd appeared to crumple against the bench. Orange
liquid ran across the stone he sat upon and dripped to the floor,
and strangely enough up the wall behind him. Then I realised that
it wasn’t liquid, it was lizards.

We stood
in shock at the sight. Very quickly Mr Lloyd’s body had gone,
metamorphosed into hundreds of orange lizards all heading along the
walls and around the pit towards us. How they managed to move
across the walls was the least of my concerns at that
point.

“Sir
Percival? Was anything like this mentioned in your
schoolbooks?”


“No.”

Why was
I not surprised?

Quick as
a flash I wondered which of my clockwork weapons would be of best
use. Unfortunately the answer appeared to be none of them as the
lizards were small, highly mobile, and would easily avoid anything
I, or my weapons, threw at them. We were also in an enclosed space,
so Sir Percival and I could be injured by their use. The gun it
was. Then perhaps the stilettos. With the sword at my back as a
last resort.

“Now?” I
said, raising my gun to aim at the nearest lizards to me. Suddenly
the leading one opened its mouth, showing small, sharp teeth. I
thought this was just some scare routine to show us what a big
brave fellow it was, but then, quite to my disgust, it spat in my
direction. Luckily the spittle fell to the floor without touching
me. Without further debate I fired. The bolt of lightning caught
the spitter square-on and flickered out to its nearest comrades. A
strange high-pitched noise momentarily over-rode the low rumbling
noise from the pit as the lizards vibrated and screamed under the
electric onslaught. Then, with smoke rising from their charred
bodies, they fell dead to the floor.

Sir Percival fired. A bright green light erupted from his gun
with its unusual flump! sound. But the lizards on the wall he’d he’d aimed at just
scurried out of the way, leaving a charred hole in the
marble.

His
green beam fired out again, sweeping across the stone floor and
slicing some unfortunate lizards in half. Of those that managed to
jump out of the way several fell to their deaths in the
pit.

Suddenly
what sounded suspiciously like a roar came from the tunnel behind
us. What was happening now?

More
lizards were now close enough to spit at me. This time their
spittle landed on my dress and what looked like smoke rose up where
it slowly ate through the material. What nasty foul beasts they
were! Yet again I was glad to be wearing my protective goggles.
While firing at this group I asked, “Did you hear that, Sir
Percival?”

“Indeed,” he replied, between flumps!

I
glanced back through the smoky, scream-laden, burnt-lizard scented
air towards the entrance and saw a large white bear’s head appear
at roughly shoulder-height. It opened its mouth, showing off sharp
white fangs and roared. The sound vibrated through the stone and
air and into my body. I recognised the beast from one of the mosaic
images on the floor we’d walked over. This was a most unexpected
surprise. But was it good news, or bad news?

From the
corner of my eye I saw Sir Percival quickly glance towards the
entrance where the bear stood, looking around. “Move away towards
the other doorway, Miss Lovelady!”

“Do you
feel it’s dangerous to us?” I called back, selecting the next batch
of lizards to fry.

“I don’t
know! My gun was never designed for prolonged use! It’s out of
power!”

The dial
on my own rifle was hovering uncomfortably near to the spent level.
A quick glance around me indicated that I’d never be able to kill
the remaining lizards heading towards us. Plus whether the great
white bear was a friend or foe was still as yet unknown as it
shouldered its way into the room.

As Sir
Percival fiddled with his gun I began to clear the way to the other
doorway with the remaining power in my rifle. My dress was
unfortunately slowly resembling a Swiss cheese as the surrounding
lizard’s corrosive spittle attacked it.

The bear
roared again, the sound incredibly loud in the enclosed
room.

“Run!”
Sir Percival cried as he threw his power-less gun down into the
pit.

I did so
and used my spent rifle like a cricket bat to sweep lizards out of
our way as I had no wish to be in the room when his strange gun met
the red-hot magma at the bottom.
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We sped around the corner out of the room just as a
deep BOOM!
sounded. A bright flash of orange light momentarily blinded me,
which was almost immediately followed by a searing blast of hot
air. Then a screaming roar sounded as the white bear felt the brunt
of the magma thrown up by the explosion of Sir Percival’s
gun.

Once the
immediate danger passed I slowed to a stop and lowered my goggles
around my neck. Sir Percival followed suit. There was little chance
that anything survived being showered with red hot magma. Also my
dress was in severe danger of falling off what with all of the
holes the lizard’s nasty corrosive spittle had dissolved in
it.

I slung
my now useless gun over my shoulder to join the sword against my
back.

“How are
you, Sir Percival?”


“Slightly burnt.”

“By the
magma?”

“No,
those offensive little lizards.”

Was this
the time and place to inform him that my dress was deteriorating
around me as we spoke? How would he cope knowing he was in a
virtually light-less environment with a female soon to be only
dressed in her underthings? I felt it best to accentuate the
positives in our situation. “At least we are still alive, Sir
Percival.”


“Indeed.”

“And the
lizards wouldn’t have survived the magma.”

“Most
unlikely. Unfortunately it means that we shall have to inform the
Department that one of its staff members has died. In most unusual
circumstances.”

I was unsure whether it was right to judge a man’s character
by the nasty disgusting creatures he metamorphosed into. What
creature would Sir Percival be? Or I? And what of Mrs Lloyd? My
heart sank as I suddenly realised that a white bear would be almost
invisible in a snow-storm.

“Was
she?” I whispered, horrified at the thought.

Was that
why she was so upset with me wanting to look for the strange warm
area in the grounds? Did she know that she’d have to hunt me down
to protect their secret? Or was it a change that she had no
conscious control over?

Sir
Percival appeared to be reading my mind as he replied, “Responsible
for Dewi’s death?”

“And the
others Glenys mentioned?”

“Without
knowing how they died, I can’t be sure. Perhaps a combination of
both of them? Her claws could certainly be a match for Dewi’s
wounds.”

And now
she was dead. Burnt to a cinder. My heart sank with the knowledge
that we’d killed her. Albeit by accident.

Deciding
to change the topic I asked, “How long should we give the magma to
cool so we can return?”

I turned
and saw him through my strange purple aetheric night sight
cogitating upon the question.

“I’d say
a good few hours. Shame there’s no lantern this side so we can
explore this undiscovered treasure trove.”

It was
then that I realised there were no torch sconces in the walls.
Perhaps as part of the religious theme the Romans relied on light
from the magma room?

“We
could use the magma to light some sort of material to create crude
torches?”


“Regrettably the only material available would be our
clothing.”

He gave a shudder at the thought of losing his clothing in
close proximity to a female, or vice
versa. But by the way my dress felt it
wouldn’t be too long before his fear became reality.

Just
then an eerie wailing scream sent shivers up and down my spine.
“She’s still alive?” I whispered in shocked surprise.

“And
perhaps upset we’ve killed her husband?”

Another,
slightly closer-sounding scream didn’t bode well for us.

 


 



 


Eighteen

 


 


I
carefully took hold of Sir Percival’s wrist and laid his hand upon
my shoulder so he could follow me in the darkness. For some reason
the light on this side of the room didn’t seem to travel as far as
when we approached the room. Perhaps our eyes had grown accustomed
to the greater light in the magma room? Or was it something to do
with the magma explosion? Maybe some rock had fallen from the pit’s
sides to into the magma and therefore reduced the amount of light
emitted by it?

Using
Sir Percival’s theory concerning the mosaic quality underfoot, I
began quietly putting distance between ourselves and Mrs Lloyd’s
murderous white bear.

“Do you
have any idea where we are, Sir Percival?” I whispered.

“It may
head towards the village, or towards the mountains. I am unable to
make a determination without further information.”

I
sighed, quietly. Fat lot of good that answer was.

As we
walked I slowly became aware of more air around my legs. Puzzled I
glanced own and saw that my dress was slowly rotting away and
falling onto the mosaic path. With a sinking feeling I glanced
behind me towards Sir Percival, and saw the same thing happening to
his trousers. Oh dear. I knew I was wearing underwear, but Sir
Percival? Had he perhaps picked up some bohemian-style thoughts
concerning undergarment usage from his time with a male descendant
of Casanova? I gave a shiver of horror at the thought.

I nearly
jumped out of my skin as another rough scream came from behind us.
Even if the bear’s nose were badly burned which meant it couldn’t
follow our scent we, or at least our disintegrating clothes, were
leaving a trail.

The
mosaic path petered out and became hard-packed mud. We had
apparently left the Roman temple. But where did this passageway
lead?

Slowly I
became aware that the path was sloping slightly downwards. Wherever
it went we had to follow. Even though the passageway was narrow I
still didn’t rate my chances using the sword against the white
bear, however injured it was. Even if I stabbed at it I doubt that
I’d hit anything vital, and it would still have those nasty-looking
claws to use against me.

The
sulphurous smell decreased and the air around us got cooler. Which
was a nice change from the blistering heat of the magma room, but
not very useful when your clothing was falling in pieces to the
ground.

I tried
a tactful way to broach the topic. “My clothing has certainly seen
better days, Sir Percival.”

“Oh good
heavens! Yours too?”

I
decided it best not to look back to see how much of his trousers he
still had left.

“Death
behind us and horror in front,” he muttered darkly to
himself.

Well, if
he continued in that vein he could jolly well fend for
himself!

Suddenly
around a sharp corner the passage opened out into… space. A vast
empty cavern appeared before me, lit by a glowing yellow-orange
river that wound its way through it. I didn’t believe that such a
place could exist with the town atop it so we must have walked far
enough to be under one of the mountains that surrounded the
village. The sudden sulphurous smell was even stronger here
bringing tears to my eyes. Quickly I replaced my goggles over my
eyes.

“Oh,
my,” whispered Sir Percival when he caught sight of it.

A path
over the rock-strewn ground followed the magma river and led
between the stalagmites that speared up towards the cavern’s high
ceiling. The sound of our hurried steps was eaten by the vast
emptiness.

I could
feel the heat coming off the magma river as we followed the path’s
course. So too could my legs. Perhaps the lack of screams or some
other expression of disgust meant that Sir Percival was
deliberately looking everywhere else but me?

“Ow!
Blasted rocks.”


Apparently so. I debated whether to replace his hand upon my
shoulder so I could lead him along the path and he could keep
looking at the far safer rock formations than my legs.

But just
then a screaming roar sounded behind us as the white bear emerged
into the cavern.

I
glanced back and almost stopped in my tracks at the sight of the
beast. Its once pristine white fur was mostly burned off. Between
the few remaining patches of fur huge black scabs oozed blood as it
painfully limped in our tracks. The side of its body and face that
must have been towards the magma pit showed white bone through the
missing fur and skin. That sides eye also looked to be missing. I
couldn’t image the amount of pain it must be in.

More
blood oozed from the burns upon its neck as it cast its head about
searching for us, its prey. When its remaining eye caught sight of
us it raised its head and screamed a roar that echoed around the
cavern.

Was
there some way to quickly put it out of its misery? Even as
grievously wounded as it was I still didn’t fancy my chances
against it. But, now we were in a far larger space, I could use
some of my lethal weapons against it without being concerned that
we’d be hit as well.

I reached into a pocket where I’d secreted some of my
clockwork weapons. With a quiet rip! sound the material
disintegrated and my spherical weapons fell to the ground. “Blast!”
I said as before I could retrieve them they quickly rolled away
down the slope into the magma river.

“Watch
out, Sir Percival!” I cried out as the magma bubbled and seethed
where my weapons had fallen in, and then small explosions sprayed
droplets of red hot rock towards us.

“Oh
god!”

“Are you
hit?”

“No!
Can’t you hide your legs, Miss Lovelady?!”

I
ignored his idiocy and hurried off the path and in amongst the
stalagmites and fallen stalactites away from the magma river,
fearing that this was but a taster for what was to come.

“Where
are you going?”

“I
believe some items haven’t exploded yet.”

Sir
Percival hastily scampered after me into the darker recesses of the
cavern. Another screaming roar sounded and echoed around us. Maybe
I could somehow force the poor beast to its death in the magma
river?

We
crouched down behind the remains of a large dusty fallen stalactite
and peered over the top towards the grievously-wounded
beast.

“I’m
puzzled by something, Miss Lovelady,” he whispered.

If this
was going to be about my legs then… then…? Well at that moment I
didn’t know exactly what I’d do but knew he wouldn’t like it very
much.

“What?”
I whispered back, fearing the worst.

“Why can
we breathe?”


What?

“Because
there’s air?”

“The
magma is releasing a large amount of sulphur gas into the air. So
much so that I’d warrant that we wouldn’t be able to breathe. But
why are we?”


“Because…?” Then the answer hit me, “Ventilation!”


“Exactly. There must be somewhere allowing air to enter and
the noxious fumes to leave.”

At last,
some good news!

“But it
may take too long to search for it. It appears our only hope of
escape will be back the way we came.”

I
watched as the burnt bear lowered its head, blood coursing from the
blackened wounds upon its body, to smell the path in search of us.
“That may prove difficult.”


“Indeed.”

A large
explosion sounded from the magma river, throwing red hot molten
rock high into the cavern and onto the bear. My weapons had
exploded at last.

The bear
screamed in pain as the fresh magma burnt more of its already
ravaged body.

Movement
caught my eye to my right and I glanced over and froze in shock.
The largest snake I’d ever seen was slowly making its way along the
path towards the bear.
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I judged
the snake to be roughly twenty feet long with a body easily the
thickness of one of Glenys’, the barmaids, thighs. A bright red
forked tongue tasted the air and its unblinking eyes fixed upon the
wounded bear. The patterning of scales upon its body reminded me of
the mosaic image we’d walked upon on the way to the magma room. Did
this mean there were more of the beasts in the cavern? I hastily
glanced around us. We were still alone.

The bear
caught sight of the snake and roared a challenge. The snake
momentarily stopped its movement and coolly regarded the
bear.

I’d
almost forgotten my strange internal warning system with being so
used to life-threatening danger for what seemed quite some time
now. But it’s cries of ‘get out!’ redoubled when the snake’s tongue
flicked out and then it glanced in our direction.

My blood
froze. It knew where we were. We were in so much danger!

Swaying
where it stood the bear used its remaining eye to examine the
snake. Slowly the snake resumed its motion towards the bear.
Sensing the danger it was in the bear roared again. But the snake
ignored it and opened its mouth, showing off its front two
needle-sharp fangs. A foot long apiece if I were to judge. Not
being very familiar with snakes I assumed that meant it was
venomous.

“We
should get away, Miss Lovelady,” whispered Sir Percival. “While
they’re busy.”

But the
sight held a strange fascination for me. I didn’t move when Sir
Percival tried to tug me away, and even ignored his sound of
disgust as the sleeve he’d touched disintegrated and fell away in
his hand.

The bear
glanced in my direction and I could have sworn that I could sense
Mrs Lloyd’s spirit behind its pain-ravaged eye. Did she know that
we were in danger?

Suddenly
I felt vibrations through the ground as, with a screaming roar, the
bear sped towards the snake as fast as its wounds would permit, its
mouth open, its own fangs ready to tear into the snake.

The
snake reared up and somehow flared its neck to either side. It
lunged down at the bear, its mouth wide open. They met in a crash
of dust and screams and tumbled over each other away from the magma
river, but towards us.

Quickly
Sir Percival and I hurried out of their way. I drew the sword,
wanting something to protect myself with.

The
snake’s tail flailed around, beating upon the ground and the
stalagmites that reached towards the ceiling. When it was
momentarily still enough I rushed at the tail and stabbed at it
with the sword, feeling the tip slide past the scales and into its
flesh. The tail jerked away almost ripping the sword from my
grasp.

“What
are you doing?!”

“Helping
Mrs Lloyd!”

“But
that’s not her, that a bear!”

I
couldn’t describe what I felt as the bear looked at me. All I knew
was that Mrs Lloyd was protecting us from the snake. And I wanted
to help her as much as I could.

Again
the snake’s tail hit the ground before me and I quickly swung the
sword down at it. The sharp points along the sword’s edge chipped
away at the hard scales. Again the tail flicked away, this time
hitting a pillar made from the joining of a stalactite and a
stalagmite. Dust and bits of stone rained down upon us. Sir
Percival hurried away from the combatants and myself.

The
bear, already weakened from its wounds, was trying to avoid being
bitten by the snake’s long fangs. Its front legs, with the claws
out, swiped at the snake’s ever-moving head. I moved closer,
slashing at the snake’s body whenever I could. Chips of hard scale
flew into the air with each successful hit. Suddenly the bear
screamed and I saw the snake’s fangs buried deep into its wounded
body.

“NO!” I
cried and ran at the snake, my sword ready to decapitate
it.

The bear
slumped to the ground, bright red blood coursing from two large
puncture wounds. It still breathed but only raggedly, its poisoned
death a foregone conclusion.

But with
the bear out of the way the snake’s attention was now directed at
me. I swung at its head, but it just jerked out of the way, and all
I sliced was thin air. It’s head thrust at me, its mouth open wide,
its poisonous fangs at the ready. Quickly I brought the sword back
and aimed a swipe at its right eye. Again it jerked out of the way.
I needed something to help me gain the upper hand or I was dead. My
gun bumped against my back. Would it work? I had to try.

I swung
my gun around from my back, hoping for at least some residual
charge in the Tesla coils to stun the snake. With my left hand I
pointed it and fired.

 


 



 


Twenty

 


 


The
snake’s body flicked towards me just as I pulled the trigger. It
hit my gun and must have jolted something back into position as a
lightning bolt burst from it illuminating the cavern with
eye-searingly bright white light. But the bolt wasn’t aimed at the
snake, but at a huge stalactite hanging from the ceiling directly
above the magma river.

The
snake hissed in anger as it shied away from the electricity burning
through the air. White tendrils of charge flowed up and down the
stalactite causing sharp gunfire-sounds as small explosions took
place from the trapped gases and water in its structure. All of a
sudden a far louder explosion echoed around the cavern as a crack
near its top rapidly spread around its circumference.

I let go
of the trigger and instinctively used the gun to bat away the
snake’s head that lunged towards me. It gave a strange sound as I
saw I’d bent back one of its fangs.

“Miss
Lovelady! We need to get out now!”

The
words startled the snake and I quickly took the opportunity to
thrust my sword at it’s head. The razor-sharp wavy edge sliced
against the other fang and cut it off. The snake reared back as yet
more pain exploded in its mouth, then it quickly slithered away out
of sight into a darker area of the cavern.

“It’s
going to fall down!” cried Sir Percival, hurrying towards
me.

“What?
What is?”

“The
stalactite!”

He
pointed upwards as he ran past me. I looked up to see that the
crack at the base of the stalactite had rapidly widened. More sharp
explosions sounded as it split even further. We needed to be away
from here! I followed Sir Percival’s lead, but caught sight of the
mortally wounded bear. It had been through so much. I knew I didn’t
want it to suffer any more. I diverged from Sir Percival’s lead and
ran to it. It’s remaining pain-filled eye seemed to recognise
me.

“I’m so
sorry, Mrs Lloyd,” I whispered, standing over it.

Raising
the sword above me I quickly stabbed down where I hoped the heart
would be. The blade sliced through flesh and bone, then the bear
shivered and gave a long sigh as the life left its body.

Loud
creaks and groans came from the stalactite that was slowly
splitting off from the ceiling. A light rain of small stones fell
upon us and the cavern’s light was hazed by falling
dust.

“Hurry
up!”

I looked
round and saw Sir Percival near to the entrance where we’d entered
the cavern from. But where was the snake?

Heaving the sword from the bear’s remains I made to follow
Sir Percival but something smashed into my body, throwing me to the
floor with a thump! Winded I let go of both the gun and sword. They clattered
across the dusty rock ground and fetched up against the base of a
stalagmite.

The
snake reared up above me, ready to finish me off with what remained
of its fangs.


Frantically I tried to catch my breath and coughed at the
dusty air. Behind the snake the stalactite gave a groaning shriek
as it ever so slowly separated from the cavern’s
ceiling.

A stone
hit the snake startling it. Seizing my opportunity I scrambled up
onto all fours and hurried to my weapons. I grabbed the sword and
spun round pointing it in the air behind me. The snake’s head hit
it and the serrated blade slid across its scales.

Another
stone hit the snake and from the corner of my eye I saw Sir
Percival aim and then let fly with yet another one.

The
snake’s thick body landed across mine. A heavy splash sounded and I
knew the base of the huge stalactite had hit the magma
river.


Frantically I wriggled and stabbed at the thick body trying
to get it off me before the rest of the stalactite toppled into the
magma river.

The
snake’s body momentarily lifted and I rolled out from underneath
it. I got to my feet and ran for my life towards Sir Percival. He
threw another stone at the snake behind me then turned and hurried
into the tunnel entrance.

Deep
rumbling sounds came from the cavern behind us as we sped down the
passage. The ground under our feet and the passage walls vibrated
as if in an earthquake.

Not
being able to see anything Sir Percival had his arms out in front
and went where the passageway walls weren’t.

“It’s
going to flood!” he cried out in front of me.

“What
is?”

“The
river!”

Did
magma rivers flood? What would happen to the cavern?

I heard
something behind me and glanced behind. The snake was following us.
But I also saw an orange glow from behind it. The magma river was
also following us!

“I can
see! I hope we’re not too late!” Sir Percival cried, using the
increased light coming from the magma behind us to see where he was
going and speed up.

“What of
the house and your apparatus?!”

He
paused for a few paces, then replied, “I fear they will be
destroyed!”

“What of
the village?”

“It’s on
a slope down from the house. It may already be gone!”

Glenys!
I had to warn her to get away! “Hurry!”

I didn’t
want the snake to follow and kill us after all we’d been through,
so surprised it by suddenly stopping and turning, and stabbed the
sword at its head.

The
sword’s tip slid across its snout scales but then got trapped in a
nostril slit. With the snake’s forward motion the sword entered,
widening the slit and slid into its head. It jerked back and its
body flailed around in intense pain hitting the passage
walls.

I didn’t
know if I’d mortally wounded it but saw the brighter yellow-orange
glow of magma behind it. I turned and ran after Sir Percival,
feeling the intense heat against my back and bare legs.
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We came
to the mosaic floor and Sir Percival must have used his memory of
our first traverse of it as he unerringly led us through the maze
made up of passages and rooms. The smell of sulphur was incredibly
strong, bringing tears to my be-goggled eyes. The light was also
far brighter than I remembered. The heat felt like we were in an
oven.

Sir
Percival stopped at what I remembered was the entrance to the magma
room. Quickly catching his breath he turned to me (making sure to
avoid looking at my bare legs) and said. “Ready for this, Miss
Lovelady?”

I
glanced behind me but couldn’t see the snake anywhere, just the
magma’s glow.


“Yes.”

We
entered the magma room.

Furnace-like heat and fierce yellow-orange light met us as we
turned the corner. The roiling magma level
in the pit was now but a few feet from overflowing onto the floor.
It was so bright and hot that it looked like the sun was trying to
force its way up into the room.

Even though I covered my nose and mouth the air was so
scorching it felt like it was burning my lungs. I held my breath
and hoped I could get out fast enough before needing to take
another one. The white marble room had
splashes of magma all over it from the explosion of Sir Percival’s
gun and looked like it had somehow melted. The lizards that the
magma hadn’t hit seemed to have been flash-burned to a
crisp.

The
magma hadn’t had time to cool down and Sir Percival and I tried our
best to run on tip-toe to avoid any of the still molten splashes on
the floor.

We
escaped from the room with our boots smoking and gasped for breath
in the only slightly cooler air.

Sir
Percival reached down and grabbed the lantern the now late Mr Lloyd
had left next to a statue and cried out as the hot metal burned his
hand. But he persevered and turned the wick up. With a glance at me
he held the lantern up for light and began racing along the passage
that led back to the house.

Along
the way, and quite to my surprise he grabbed one of the statues
that inhabited the alcoves along the way.

“Sir
Percival?” I queried, as our feet pounded along the
passage.


“Priceless!”

Still
holding my gun I re-sheathed sword and grabbed one of a rather
fetching lady in a long-flowing dress. She didn’t deserve to be
destroyed in a flooding magma river.

I felt heat slowly increasing against the back of my legs and
glanced back. The yellow-orange glow was increasing as well. It
looked like we’d come through the magma room in the nick of
time!

We
reached the end of the beast-imaged mosaic floor and hurried over
packed earth. Then I felt relief at seeing the flat side of the
foundation wall - we were almost there.

Racing
up the slope we turned the corner and entered the staff waiting
room.

“There’s
no time to get anything or change. We have to go now!” cried Sir
Percival.

“Our
coats! In the entrance foyer! They’ll give us some protection!” I
replied, knowing they’d afford us some defence from any inclement
weather, and the sight of our bare legs. Relief flooded through me
at being able to take my goggles off and running along the
blessedly cool corridors.

Quite to
my surprise I saw that it was still daylight outside through the
windows we passed. Somehow it felt we’d been underground much, much
longer. But with a shock I saw that even though it was snowing
heavily again the front gardens were clear of their thick layer of
snow. And they seemed to be steaming slightly.

Quickly I put my gun and the statue down, then put my heavy
coat on hiding the sword still strapped to my back. I had no wish
to explain where a possibly expensive sword came from. Luckily my
coat had large pockets so I could also hide both the statue and my
gun away from inquisitive eyes.

We exited the front door. The ground felt like it was
vibrating slightly as we hurried out over the now clear driveway
towards the entrance gate. Through the falling snow and gusty wind
I looked over to where the strange snow-less area was and saw
steam, or smoke, rising from it. The previously green grass now
brown and crisp.

Was the
village still there? I couldn’t make anything out through the
snow.

“Over
there, Miss Lovelady!” called Sir Percival.

I looked
to where he pointed and fear caught in my throat. An orange river
was slowly flowing out from a lower part of the mountain and
heading down towards the village.
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With the snow still on the ground preventing us from running
we hurried as fast as we could through it past the turn-off and
towards the village. The ground tremors felt like they were
increasing.

Distant
sounds of breaking glass and falling masonry came from behind us.
The Baron’s house and Sir Percival’s apparatus were no
more.

“We need
to get a carriage, or at least a pair of horses, and make our
getaway,” advised Sir Percival.

I concurred, but also wanted to make sure that Glenys came
with us. I felt that she and Mrs Lloyd had become my friends. So
far only one was dead. And the other possibly not dead, only
potentially homeless. I hoped neither one would hold it against
me.

Cold
water found its way into my boots through the holes the magma had
burned in them. We’d gone from one extreme to the next and then
back again. Maybe I should just wish to be somewhere merely
temperate?

Movement
ahead of us caught my eye through the thick swirling snow. “You
need to get away from here!” I called to whoever it was.

“No need to cause a panic, Miss Lovelady,” Sir Percival
quietly admonished from my side. “We find transportation first,
then, as we leave, tell everyone in earshot about the
danger.”


Sometimes his sense of self-preservation sickened me. I
doubted whoever it was had heard me anyway.

The ground rumbled and an orange light caught my eye to the
left. I turned to see a spray of magma burst from the ground like a
spring from Hell. The lava coming from it began to slowly flow down
towards the village, smoke and steam rose from it as it burned the
grass and melted the snow.

We
forced ourselves to move faster.

The main
street appeared empty. We headed towards the village store as it
doubled as the Post office and behind it had stables where the
horses were kept for the Royal Mail carriages that sometimes
visited. Luckily the public house was right next to it and as Sir
Percival turned down the alley between the two buildings I veered
off and headed towards the pub’s door.

The smell of burnt wood came to my cold nose and I saw orange
flickering through the heavy swirling snow towards the end of the
main street. But heard no screams. The sound of timbers crashing to
the ground as a house’s roof collapsed hurried my feet.

I felt
another tremor through the ground as I pushed open the door. Also a
cry of surprise from Sir Percival when he realised I wasn’t
following him.

The pub
was full. Smoke hazed the atmosphere and set me coughing, reminding
me uncomfortably of the battle with the snake in the sulphurous
cavern not so long ago.

Silence
slowly fell as the villager’s eyes caught sight of me. Glenys was
serving a table of customers from a tray and turned to see what was
going on. She almost dropped the tray and pint of beer she held at
the sight of me.


“Alice?”

“Yes. I
need to tell you something.”

“Your
hair? Your face?”

“Yes,
it’s pink, and I fell over somewhere dirty. Please come
here.”

Her eyes
moved lower down my attire and widened at the glimpse of legs
through my long coat.

I
sighed. I might have to use the hard way.

“It’s most important, Glenys.”

A tremor shook the room. I expected cries of dismay at the
occurrence, but no-one batted an eyelid. Just continued sipping
their beers and whispering among themselves at the sight of the
strange-looking, possibly hysterical, woman in their
midst.

“I’d be
obliged if you hurried, Glenys.”

“Be
right there, love. Just need to collect some empties.”

The hard
way it was.

I walked
up to her and grabbed her arm. “The village is in danger,” I hissed
in her ear.

“’Ere now. There’s no need for that. We get these rumblings all
the time.”

A few,
almost drunk, voices protested at my man-handling of Glenys, and of
the scandalous glimpses of bare legs showing through my
coat.

I tried
again. “Come with me if you want to live.”

“You
been drinking?”

I turned
to the pub’s assorted clientele and advised, “It’s woman
things.”

The sounds of “Ah” and “Oh”, and Welsh words probably
corresponding to “Knew it,” greeted my announcement. I pulled
Glenys outside and thankfully saw Sir Percival had found a carriage
that had the Royal Mail’s shield emblazoned on the door. He sat in
the driver’s seat, a thick heavy driver’s coat around him and a
blanket around his bare legs. Four dark sturdy-looking horses with
fear showing in their wide eyes stamped at the ground in front,
fighting him to leave. It was times like these that I was grateful
he’d had the upbringing he’d had as I wouldn’t’ve had a clue how to
harness and control the beasts.

He
caught sight of Glenys with dismay. “Does she have to
come?”


“Yes.”

Past the carriage I saw what was spooking the horses –
through the heavy swirling snow, smoke and steam, I spied a wide,
glowing orange river, easily as broad as the village itself, slowly
head downhill towards us. The smell of wood burning was stronger
now and the black smoke merged with the falling snowflakes making
them a dirty grey.

The
village had no chance.

“What’s
that?” she asked, indicating the orange lava river.

“That’s
what’s going to destroy the village. No time to pack, we need to go
now. Before the village does.”

I kicked
open the pub’s door behind me. “Scream,” I said to
Glenys.


“Sorry?”

“Scream.
They need to be warned to get out. They won’t believe me if I tell
them, so, scream.”

She had quite the set of lungs on her did Glenys. As I opened
the carriage door for her I hoped one day to regain the hearing in
my right ear.

Sir
Percival did carriage drivery-type things to stop the horses from
bolting before I’d boarded. Fortuitously I made sure that Glenys
got in first or he might have left with only me on board, leaving
her behind in the village to fend for herself.

Following in afterwards I shut the door and felt a sense of
relief as the carriage quickly bounced off over the rough track,
laughingly called a road, through the snow towards the end of the
village and the winding trail down from the mountains.

Cries of
dismay came from behind us as the pub’s patrons came out to see
what the scream was all about and saw their village under siege
from red-hot lava.

But we weren’t out of the woods, or rather, mountains, yet.
We still had to get away from the lava flow to safety.
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Even though a layer of snow laid on top of it the road was
still very rough and Glenys and I had to hold onto whatever we
could to avoid being thrown about as if riding in a dirigible
during a storm. That brought back nasty memories I can tell
you.

Glenys quickly regained her composure and excitedly asked,
“Ooh, does Mr Peach want to whisk me away somewhere… exotic?” She
stopped and glanced around furtively, then lowered her voice to
add, “I hear stories about Rhyll that’d…” She paused and glanced
curiously at my pink hair. “You heard them before?”

I wasn’t sure whether Rhyll could be considered exotic or
even a place where salacious events occurred, but avoided the
question by reaching up and grabbing a brown woollen travelling
blanket to keep her warm as she only wore her working frilly white
blouse and black skirt.

A
question popped into my head, as they were wont to do. “Did you
know there was a Roman temple in the grounds of the Baron’s
house?”

She thought for a moment. “No. But I have been to the Baron’s
house once. I got invited to a ball there. I wore a ball gown and
everything.” She smiled at the memory.

I glanced out of the window behind us, but couldn’t see
anything. Glenys had a ball gown? I
didn’t have ball gown. Although after today I
think I only had what I currently wore. I needed to keep her mind
off of what was happening around us. “Where did you get a ball gown
from, Glenys?”

I looked out the other window, but again couldn’t see
anything. Had we gotten away safely? It’d probably be a first if we
had.

“Mr Lloyd got it for me. I think it used to be the Baron’s
wife’s or a relative’s or something? It was royal blue and had
frills and lace. It looked lovely.”

It sounded like she’d had a wonderful time. It also seemed
that, unknown to the Department, Mr Lloyd had his own little
fiefdom up here before Sir Percival and I turned up.

“When
was this, Glenys?”

“Oh, the
first night I’d arrived in the village.”

“That quickly? They must have really needed a
barmaid.”

“Mr
Lloyd said they did it for all the new people.”

Maybe
that was why he was so enamoured of the ballroom, and didn’t like
Sir Percival and I taking it over?

“I think
I was the last one to arrive in the village, before you and Mr
Peach, of course.”

“Wait, everyone in the village had a ball in their honour?”

“Oh,
yes.”

This
sounded very strange.

“Do you
remember much about the ball, Glenys?”

“It was
lovely, the whole village was there. Mr Lloyd gave me a drink. And
there was music.” She stopped and paused, thinking. “I think there
was music. There must have been music.” She laughed, “How can you
have a ball without music?”

My internal warning system which was still currently on the
‘get out!’ phase suddenly jumped up to another level and started
screaming at me.

“Miss Lovelady!” Sir Percival called from outside, breaking
my chain of thought.

I used
the bouncing of the carriage to help me to the door and managed to
pull the window down. Snow immediately blew into my face on a
freezing cold wind. I yelled back, “Yes, Sir Percival?”

“Who is
Miss Lovelady, and who is Sir Percival?” Glenys asked from behind
me.

But Sir
Percival’s next words pushed her query out of my head and put me on
high alert.

“We have company!” With his long driver’s whip he indicated
up the mountainside. I turned and saw shapes, large shapes, racing
downhill through the snow in our direction. Perhaps I shouldn’t
have told Glenys to shout to warn those in the pub, as it looked
like they were now chasing us.

I doubted my gun would work until I recharged it, but even
before then I needed to have a good look at the Tesla coils after
the damage caused by the snake. Sir Percival’s gun was now molten
slag. And my clockwork weapons were gone. I did though have the
sword and my wrist stilettos, and could always use my gun as a
cricket bat again. But these were close-range weapons, and I’d have
to wait for the beasts to be within striking distance before I
could do any damage.

A thought came to me and I shouted to Sir Percival, “Don’t
these carriages carry a blunderbuss, or something to use against
robbers?!”

“I’ve
not looked! I’m a bit busy!”

At that
moment we turned a sharp bend and left only two wheels on the
road’s surface, before the carriage crashed back down onto all four
and almost threw me out of the window.

“I’ll
have a look in here!”

I closed
the window, relieved to have my face out of the driving snow and
glanced at Glenys. She looked snug with the blanket around her but
had a puzzled look upon her face. My warning system was like a
pounding migraine shrieking at me to ‘GET OUT!’ I had to try and
ignore it as the carriage was currently the safest mode of
transport down the mountain away from the lava and the beasts
following us.

“Are you
alright, Glenys?”

“You
know, Alice. I don’t seem to remember much about the
ball.”

“I dare
say alcohol would have been imbibed?”

“Yes, but I can normally drink anyone under the table. And it
seemed strangely hot. Very hot, like on a very hot summer’s
day.”

“Was it
summer when you got there?”


“No.”

What had
happened during the ball? Chills began to run up and down my spine.
“Was…?” I hardly dared ask the question. “Was there a bright
yellow-orange light?”

“Yes!
Were you there? Wait, you couldn’t have been there?”

Oh, I’d
definitely been there.
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What
fierce beast would she turn into? And what triggered it? Stress?
Anger? Something else?

“You’re
looking worried, Alice?”

“Oh, um…
it’s just all that lava, which I fear has destroyed the
village.”

“Oh I
wouldn’t worry about that. The miners tell me it happens all the
time.”

“Watch
out!” Sir Percival cried from outside.

Something large hit the carriage with a BANG! and rocked it
from side to side. A huge brown paw with large claws burst in
through the window, scattering broken glass over us and the floor.
Glenys shrieked and jumped off the seat to huddle in the corner
furthest away from it. Quickly I took my wrist stilettos out and,
with my coat flapping about my bare legs, stabbed them at the
flailing paw. Blood sprayed from it and roars of anger vibrated
through the carriage at the pain I was inflicting.

“Get rid
of it, Miss Lovelady!” added Sir Percival, unhelpfully.

The
wounded paw withdrew and I stumbled over to the door and leant out
to force the bear to get off the carriage. But a paw swept down at
my head. Startled, I raised my arms to protect myself and the paw
hit them, knocking the knives from my hands to fall into the snow
behind us. Quickly I withdrew and tried to draw the sword at my
back from its sheath but my coat prevented its easy release. The
blood-soaked paw reappeared and began swiping its bloody red claws
at me. I picked up my gun and began hitting it with the butt until
the paw withdrew. This time I was more prepared and quickly peeked
out and withdrew, just as the paw came slashing down. Using my gun
as a cricket bat I bashed at it and heard something break. The bear
gave a scream of pain.

“Any
help, Sir Percival?” I cried.

“I can’t
let go of the horses!”

With one limb broken and holding onto the side of the
carriage with its other three the only weapons the bear had at its
disposal were its fangs. I managed to avoid its large snarling
mouth and sharp teeth and got in a few solid whacks upon its head.
The last one appeared to momentarily stun it and I levered its body
away from the carriage, then watched as it fell onto the snowy road
and we left it behind.

“Is everything alright, Alice?” Glenys asked, sounding
shaken, from behind me.

I was still in extreme danger, as my warning system kept
screaming at me. However much it pained me, I had to get rid of
her. But without triggering her change first.

Holding onto the edge of a luggage rack above the seats as
the carriage rocked and rolled down the road I leaned back in and
turned to smile cheerily at her. “That was a tad surprising! Now
I’ve lost my knives I’d best get the sword out.”

“You
wear a sword?”

“Only
this time. Not normally.”

Snow blew in from the open window and the temperature
plummeted even further with the cold wind swirling around us.
Glenys still sat in the corner of the carriage wrapped in the
blanket. I put the gun down on the seat I’d recently vacated and
brushed my askew hair back into place, observing, “Touch windy
outside. And inside.”

I
loosened the top part of my coat and began to un-sheath the
sword.

“Another one?!” cried Sir Percival, surprise in his
voice.

What on earth was it now? A thump! on the side of the carriage
jolted the carriage, and me. It didn’t feel as large as for the
brown bear but it still meant extreme danger.

Glenys’ eyes flicked to the smashed window behind me and then
she screamed. But before I could finish un-sheathing the sword or
turn round to see what the danger was a thick grey thing wrapped
itself around my chest and yanked me backwards. I hit the door with
a cry and a bang!
and desperately grabbed hold of the luggage rack to my right.
Whatever it was tried to pull me out again, but the hard sword kept
hitting the sides of the door preventing me from being pulled
out!

“Gun!” I
yelled at Glenys, frantically waving towards the only weapon I
could get hold of at that moment.

Using the luggage rack for leverage I pulled myself a few
feet in from the door and grabbed my gun from Glenys’ shaking
hands, whereupon I began beating upon the thick rubbery thing
roughly the diameter of my arm to try and get it off. What on earth
was it?

It had a strange fishy smell and appeared to have suckers on
the side next to my body. It reminded me of an octopus’s tentacle.
But–? My musings were interrupted when from my peripheral vision I
saw more waving tentacle tips coming into the carriage around me.
Glenys had retreated back to the corner and screamed even louder. I
felt my legs being encircled and pulled together by something that
felt slimy against my bare skin. I kept waving my gun arm around to
prevent it from being caught. If the tentacles got that then I was
as good as dead!

The tentacles already wrapped around me inexorably tightened
and then turned my body towards the smashed window. I’d either be
squeezed to death or dragged out of the carriage!

Then I saw why Glenys screamed the second time. As the
tentacles turned me round a large black eye came into view and
coldly regarded me, but what was worse was the sharp serrated-edged
beak that served as its mouth I was being dragged
towards.

“Help!”
I screamed, with what felt like almost my last breath before my
lungs were crushed. Would Sir Percival be able to come to my
aid?

“No!”
cried Glenys from behind me.

Oh, no! Would this make her change into a fierce beast and
attack me as well? Would it be better if she killed me first before
I was eaten alive?

“No!”
Her voice seemed to have changed slightly.

I tried
my best to bash my gun against the beak but flailing tentacles kept
getting in the way.

“No!”
Her voice had definitely changed, to a higher pitch.

Ripping sounds reached me. What was she turning
into?

The
inexorable pull and twist on my body by the tentacles meant that I
had to let go of the luggage rack or have my arm dislocated. But
maybe I could use it to my advantage?

I let go and used the sudden jerk towards the octopus’s mouth
to force my gun past its other tentacles and jam the barrel into
it. The hard beak closed upon it futilely trying to cut it in
half.

The octopus’s other eye appeared and looked at me. And then
upwards.

Splintering sounds came from above me. Whatever Glenys was
turning into was big if she was pushing against the roof of the
carriage!

“What?”
cried Sir Percival in surprise from outside. “What’s happening in
there?”

“An
octopus is trying to eat me!”

“But
what’s coming through the roof?!”

“I don’t
know, and at the moment don’t care!”

The octopus’s other tentacles desperately came at me trying
to remove the gun from its gullet. But I frantically forced my gun
further into its mouth to try hurt it as much as I could. I pulled
the trigger.


Nothing.

Bits of
splintered wood from the carriage roof fell down upon me. What on
earth was she?

The loudest scream I’d ever heard assaulted my eardrums.
Something grabbed the tentacle wrapped around my chest and I
suddenly fell to the floor as it released me. Still holding my gun
and gasping for breath I looked past Glenys’ torn discarded
clothes, and up.

The
largest bird of prey I’d ever seen looked down at me.
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It’s fearsome-looking curved beak flashed down at me and I
closed my eyes. But it hadn’t gone for me, but the tentacle around
my legs. It was helping to free me?

It screamed again and the remaining tentacles released me. I
felt the carriage jolt as the octopus let go and fell onto the
snowy road. I wouldn’t want a huge bird of prey attacking me
either. But would it?

The bird raised its shoulders ready to stretch its wings.
Because of its size and strength it split what remained of the roof
and sides of the carriage in half. Glass and wood fell to the road
behind us, and more wind and snow swirled in.

“Oh my
god!” cried Sir Percival when he looked round to see what was going
on.

“It’s
Glenys!”

“Is she
going to eat us?!”

“She
saved me from the octopus!”

“So she
could eat us?!”

That was
certainly a question.

With more space available she spread her wings wide and
seemed to give a joyful cry at being free. Flapping her enormous
wings broke more of the carriage away. The down-draft from her
wings pushed me against the rear seat, which would shortly be in
danger of breaking off and falling behind us as well.

Still with her wings outstretched she regarded me. Then
slowly lifted her feathery right leg. I saw her fearsome talons had
scratched deep furrows into the floor. Was she going to stab me and
tear me apart with them? But for some reason my internal warning
system had decreased from the screaming migraine phase to only ‘get
out!’. But why had it gone mad earlier? My subconscious informed me
in a haughty manner – it was because of the beasts outside, not
inside.

Through the splits in the carriage sides I saw great fierce
bears and lions and wolves running over the snow alongside
us.

She shook the leg she still had in the air. Was I meant to do
something with it? But what? I took a guess, “Do you want me to
hold it?”

Her
great head nodded.

The strong wind pushed at the rear of the carriage roof,
ready to tear it off. If I didn’t go now then I’d be food for the
beasts outside when the carriage broke apart.

I quickly crawled over to the proffered leg and wrapped my
arms and legs around it, sitting on the foot itself. It felt rough
and hard, but the soft feathers provided some help against the cold
wind swirling around us.

With a loud cry Glenys leapt into the air to land behind Sir
Percival with a thump! The movement had taken me by surprise and I’d nearly fallen
off. Quickly I retightened my grip.

“Grab a
leg, Sir Percival!”


“What?!”

“Glenys
is rescuing us!”

He glanced back at me, a look of shock on his face at seeing
me wrapped round an enormous bird’s leg, then up at the giant bird
of prey looking down at him. Quickly making a decision he bent over
and did something by his feet and then scrambled up over the seat
and the remaining front half of the carriage. While he wrapped
himself around Glenys’ other leg I saw past him the horses still
harnessed together separating from the carriage. He’d released
them.

But
would she still be able to take off with our heavy weights dragging
her down? And how would I cope with being so high in the air with
nothing below me! Fear rushed through me at what I knew was going
to happen.

Now with
no-one to steer it the carriage headed straight towards empty space
past a sharp curve in the road. Had we been plucked to safety only
to fall to our deaths?

The
great bird flapped its wings and gave a loud cry.

We
didn’t move.

“Come
on, Glenys!” I shouted into the wind and snow.

The
front wheels of the carriage left the road and we tipped down.
Glenys bent her legs and jumped just as the carriage flew out into
empty air to fall into the chasm and be smashed to smithereens at
the bottom. I squeezed my eyes shut, buried my face into the leg
feathers and screamed as we also plummeted down.
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I kept
my eyes squeezed shut and the tightest grip I could manage on
Glenys’ leg. It certainly wasn’t the first time I’d had my legs
firmly wrapped round another girl’s, but it was without doubt one
of the most unusual.

It still
felt like we were falling. But I didn’t want to open my eyes to
check.

“What’s happening, Sir Percival?!”

“We’re gliding! I think the bird is looking for an
updraft!”

No, it
wasn’t Glenys’ leg he was holding tightly onto, it was a, far
safer, bird’s.

“Are the horses safe?!”

“If you’d just look, Miss Lovelady. Oh… Yes, the horses are
safe and running down the road. For all I know they’re just more
villagers.”

“And what of the beasts following us?”

“They’re stopped at the edge of the road and appear to be
roaring and howling at us.”

“We’re safe then?”

“Well, we are hanging off…” He paused, then quickly continued,
“Yes, very safe. Very.”

I felt
it best to go with that.

A
niggling question poked at my mind - why hadn’t Glenys killed me?
Why save me from the octopus? Admittedly I was glad to be still
alive and not in chunks inside its stomach, but the question
puzzled me.

The cold
air found gaps in my clothing and chilled parts of me, especially
my legs. But there was no chance at all of me loosening my grip
just to be slightly more comfortable.

I felt a
lessening in our descent and hoped that Glenys had found an updraft
she could use.

“Are we still falling, Sir Percival?”

“Yes, but less so.”

Sounded
good to me. Maybe there was still a chance we’d survive!

Glenys
said she was the most recent person to have a ball in her honour.
Maybe the change she’d been forced to have was yet in the early
stages, and she still retained most of her human soul whilst in her
bird form? Perhaps if we’d arrived a few weeks or months later the
transformation would have been more complete and she’d have killed
me, and then Sir Percival? Was this what happened to Mrs Lloyd?
When she was in her white bear form didn’t she know what she was
doing and therefore hadn’t realised she’d killed Dewi?

I felt
Glenys’ great wings flap above my head. I hoped she’d be able to
fly with us hanging from her legs.

Another
thought came to me – the statues we’d pilfered. The female one I
had, and whatever one Sir Percival had taken (probably male and
muscular). What if they also provided us with some sort of mystical
protection?

“I don’t think the flapping worked, Miss Lovelady. I think
she’s taken to gliding down the mountain.”

“Is it still safe?”

“Yes. The less distance we have to fall the better chance of
survival.”


Sometimes he said the nicest things.

“What will we do when we land, Sir Percival? Should we tell
the Department what happened? I’m worried that we’re proving too
difficult for them to deal with. What with our tendency to… be in
close proximity when things get destroyed.”

“We do seem to have had a rather rum run of bad luck
recently.”

“But Venice was nice. At the end.”

“Indeed.”

We
gripped onto Glenys’ legs in silence while fond memories of
Casanova’s descendents played on in our minds.

“I see the lights of a town ahead of us. The bird seems to be
aiming for it.”

“The sooner we’re down onto solid ground the
better.”

I felt
Glenys’ descent, and relief that we were going to land shortly. “We
should at least let the Department know about the loss of Mr and
Mrs Lloyd. And the house.”

“And the apparatus.”

“And the village.”

“Indeed, it’s only polite to let them know.”

“Where shall we head to after we land? I’ve rather gone off
mountains.”

“There are several towns along the North Wales coast where we
could wait for the Department’s reply. There’s Bangor, of course,
and Colwyn Bay…”

At that
point I rather tuned Sir Percival’s recitation of the coastal towns
of North Wales out as I felt Glenys’ huge wings flapping, hopefully
to slow our descent ready to come in to land safely.

I jolted
back to the present at a word Sir Percival had just
said.

“What
was that, Sir Percival?”

“Hmm,
what? Oh, you were actually taking notice of what I was saying? I
mentioned Rhyll.”

That was the place Glenys had mentioned to me earlier. The
one with the reputation.

“What if
we stayed at Rhyll?” I could certainly do with some ‘reputation’,
as ladies of a similar inclination to myself were non-existent in
the village I’d accidentally destroyed. I knew, I’d looked.
Assiduously.

“As a temporary destination while the Department determine
what to do with us?”

“Yes.”
But if I could find what Glenys insinuated perhaps
longer?

In a
flurry of wings and a bump and a loud squawk I felt the bird’s feet
meet solid ground beneath me. We’d landed. And survived. What would
the bird do now? Would she join us in the potentially dubious
delights of Rhyll? If she did then in a few moments there’d be a
whole lot of Glenys in full view of Sir Percival.

We
unwrapped our stiff bodies from her legs and slowly stood up. It
was snowless and far warmer down at ground level. I looked up into
the huge bird face and said, “Thank you, Glenys.”

Her
great head turned to look at the mountains we’d come from, and then
back at Sir Percival and I. Seeming to have decided something,
strange sounds began to emerge from her mouth as her large body
began to vibrate, slowly increasing in intensity.

I
couldn’t look away from the unnatural sight of her changing,
shrinking from huge bird of prey to human. Before I knew it she
stood before me naked, her legs and arms wobbly. I rushed over and
wrapped her in my arms before she fell to the ground.

“Coat,
Sir Percival!”


“What?”

I saw
he’d turned his back from the unnerving sight of Glenys’
transformation.

“Give
her your coat.”

“I shall
do no such–! What?! Unhand me, woman!”

Sometime
I counted to ten, and sometimes taking action was more
suited.
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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
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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?

 


 


Miss Alice Lovelady's First Omnibus of her Inexplicable
Adventures

 


Mr Tok, The Caspian Star, and Katherine, in one
volume!

 


 


Opener of the Ways – Miss Alice Lovelady series #4

 


Sent on the first available flight out of Britain to avoid
questions concerning the destruction of a certain Russian airship,
Sir Percival and I find ourselves in Egypt, the land of very large,
very strange, structures. 


 Not having travelled overseas
before I’m determined to enjoy the experience but find
myself

Having visions of strange beings, women
worshipping me, 

and my violent death.


 What do they mean? And what
must I do to prevent my dream death from becoming
reality?

 


Vengeance in Venice – Miss Alice Lovelady series
#5

 


After the airship we’re travelling on is damaged by a storm
Sir Percival and I find ourselves in Venice. I decide

to make use of the unplanned stop to achieve two of my dreams
- riding in a Gondola, and

going to visit the Venice Preservation Society, where the
machinery

preventing Venice from sinking is located.

 


But things don’t go as planned as we soon discover that
terror stalks the canals. The Men of the Cog, the group responsible
for the death of Katherine, my lover, are using kidnapping,
blackmail, and murder,

to gain power in the city.

 


Determined to begin the fight back against the despicable
group, Sir Percival and I join with one of

Casanova’s female descendants, and the ladies of Venice, in
an attempt to

wrest the Floating City from their evil clutches.
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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.

 


Latex Dominatrix

 


I loved dominating sexy latex-clad submissives, playing with
them, forcing them to experience intense orgasms. This evening my
sub was one of those gorgeous girls off the adult TV chat channels.
She wanted me to take her to levels of pleasure she hadn’t known
existed before our first session last week.
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