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Chapter One


          

        

      

    

    
      One doesn’t require much supernatural experience to appreciate why it’s best not to anger a giant Praying Mantis. Even when duty requires it, care should be taken so as not to lose one’s head in the process. What use is a headless body to anyone?

      In hindsight, I should’ve avoided the precarious situation altogether by refusing to follow my curiosity. Or better yet, I could’ve said no to my employer, the Director of the Society for Paranormals & Curious Animals. I couldn’t possibly abandon my domestic post to gallivant around the world without so much as a chaperone. After all, what would the neighbors think?

      But rights and logic had little sway in the matter, and that wily old werewolf had his way.

      Thus I found myself in the unenviable position of hiding in a ship off the coast of Lagos, wondering how I would survive long enough to submit my report, while my outraged aunt fended off nosy neighbors back in London. And it had all started with the little people.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter Two


          

        

      

    

    
      It resembled a routine investigation into the smuggling of Brownies. But I knew the moment Prof Runal called me into his office that I was in for a spot of trouble.

      “Beatrice, my dear! Do sit down, my dear. Do sit down,” he bellowed. He pushed himself upright and gestured to a plush chair facing his oversized desk.

      Everything about Prof Runal, the Director of the Society, was oversized. His voice, his build, the beard which covered his large jowls. But especially his nose.

      “All the better to smell you with, my dear,” he’d joke. Coming from a werewolf, it wasn’t really a joke.

      Before I’d taken my seat, he set one of the pendulums on his desk swinging. As the five bronze balls clicked against each other, noise from outside the office faded into a background murmur. I knew our conversation would be impossible to listen in on.

      At the time, I couldn’t imagine why he was so concerned. But I knew I would be presented with an unusually difficult case involving dead or disappearing bodies. That morning, I was not disappointed.

      “What do you think about this Brownie case, Beatrice? What now?” he asked in his booming baritone.

      I cleared my throat and avoided inhaling too deeply through my nose. As dear as the man was to me, and as much as he had done for me, he had a most obnoxious bodily odor. In a word: he stunk. That had nothing to do with his habits of hygiene. It was the unavoidable wet dog stench associated with his being a werewolf.

      “Well, sir, I heard we’ve tracked the smugglers to a foreign owned shipping company. It’s based out of Lagos, of all places,” I updated him.

      “Good,” he nodded, his mane of hair flopping about his heavy set face. “Very good. And so that’s where you’ll be off to then. It’s part of Her Majesty’s Empire. So it shouldn’t be too taxing, not at all.”

      “Sir?”

      “To Lagos, my dear! You’re going to Lagos,” he said, except from him it was at a near yelling volume.

      “You’re sending me to Lagos,” I said, resigning myself to my fate but hoping he’d realize the silliness of such a decision and change his mind.

      Werewolves seldom change their mind. In addition to being smelly, they are wholly and utterly stubborn.

      “My aunt has just announced my somewhat delayed coming-out party,” I reminded him on the off chance he might be persuaded to send someone else.

      “Yes, and I have provided my congratulations. This case shouldn’t take too long, and you’ll be back in a jiffy.”

      I very much doubted a round trip to Lagos would be completed in anything remotely resembling a jiffy, but I was curious. Any information we had on African paranormals was limited. I hadn’t as yet had the opportunity to engage directly with the supernatural elements of that region.

      “Well, I suppose the party could be delayed a bit,” I said.

      “Excellent!” The professor thumped a hand against his desk, causing all the contents to rattle like a bag of dry bones. “Then off you go, and do keep me informed as to your progress, my dear.”

      As Prof Runal preferred immediate action, I found myself on a ship that very night. A doctor’s note (written by a Society vampire of that profession) was dispatched to my guardians, the Steward family. It explained I had contracted a highly contagious virus and was under strict quarantine in a distant sanatorium until further notice. In other words, until I should improve or die. The note ended with reassurances that my chances of survival were fairly reasonable.

      I shall not bore you with the details of my time on the ship, for it was tiresome and even reflecting on it makes me weary. Only when I spotted my destination did a sense of animation stir my blood. I stared at the small town huddled on one of the delta islands at the edge of a jungle. The buildings, mostly made of wood and mud, were dwarfed by the trees that loomed over them.

      “What a grand thing it is to travel,” I marveled, the tedium of the trip evaporating at the prospect of a little adventure. My spirits were so buoyed that I vowed, “This Brownie case will be wrapped up in no time, I’ll have the advantage of an expedition to Africa, and I shall return to London before anyone really misses me.”

      Only after the passage of time can I laugh at my naïve presumptions.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter Three


          

        

      

    

    
      Upon disembarking, I was met by a certain Inspector Jones of the British police force based in Lagos. I saw immediately he had been expecting a man. This wasn’t at all surprising to me. I was the only female investigator of any kind that I knew of.

      All that the man had been told was that I was searching for slave traders (which wasn’t far from the truth). He hadn’t been informed I was a woman, and a young one at that. It was an oversight that Prof Runal never failed to make as he paid little attention to such minor details.

      Inspector Jones was therefore dismayed to discover this inconvenient truth upon meeting me at the port. His African counterpart merely shrugged his shoulders, accustomed as he was to the oddities of the white foreigners.

      I sighed with a weariness no Englishwoman in the prime of her youth should experience, and gripped my walking stick with firm resolve. Inspector Jones glanced at the stick, his dismal view of me lowered further as he presumed me an invalid.

      It was an understandable and unfortunate assumption that most people fell victim to upon seeing my walking stick. I was neither elderly nor infirm. The walking stick was a very useful tool, made of oxide green metal. One most certainly didn’t want a close encounter with either end, nor with the various tools cleverly disguised within it. It had been recently gifted to me by Prof Runal to celebrate my completion of one year of employment with the Society. Indeed, anyone who survived their first year had great cause for celebration.

      “Investigator Anderson?” Inspector Jones politely inquired, glancing behind me. Perhaps he hoped the real and very manly Investigator Anderson would appear.

      “Indeed,” I replied and gripped the bronze-plated steel fist that topped the fully loaded walking stick.

      For a moment, I contemplated putting that fist to good use. A solid thump upside the head could do wonders. At the least it awakened a man to the startling fact that Victorian women weren’t fainting wallflowers.

      Given that Inspector Jones would be of no use to me unconscious, I restrained myself. “You may call me Miss Bee.”

      Thoroughly disappointed by my response, Inspector Jones frowned and stared at me for the first time. He startled when his gaze met mine but was too much the gentleman to comment on the intense, nearly golden shade of my eyes. Still, he stared a tad longer than social convention should allow.

      “And you are Inspector Jones, I presume?”

      He nodded, a brief and sharp gesture that matched with his brief and sharp mustache and manners. He spun about on a highly polished boot and snapped his fingers at the young African man dressed in a shabby uniform and shorts.

      His eyes downcast, the nameless African picked up my valise as Inspector Jones grunted in a thoroughly unwelcoming tone, “Welcome to Lagos.”

      “Delighted,” I murmured and glanced at the assistant. Inspector Jones declined to provide an introduction.

      With that minimum exchange of niceties accomplished, we set off on foot from the pier and entered a chaos of packing crates, hawkers, warehouses and rickety stalls. Chunks of unidentifiable meat hung from tarnished hooks, adorned by clouds of flies. My overly sensitive olfactory senses were overwhelmed by odors of cooking and rot, of unbathed sailors and a carnivore.

      That made me pause.

      “Miss Bee, do hurry along,” Inspector Jones muttered. Exasperation marred his attempt at a professional veneer.

      “Just a moment. Aren’t these fabrics darling?” I stopped in front of a kiosk.

      Fingering a cotton scarf boasting a loud and colorful pattern, I glanced about as if seeking another just as gaudy and poorly woven. Sweaty porters tugging overloaded platforms on wheels pushed through throngs of Africans and foreign sailors. No one stood out as a potential non-human carnivore. Yet the stench lingered.

      “Miss Bee,” Inspector Jones spluttered, “if I’d known you’d come to Lagos for the shopping⁠—”

      “It’s too long a journey for that,” I said and squinted my eyes.

      As soon as my eyes narrowed, energy fields glowed around all the living creatures. The cloud of flies around a large, bloody cow leg glittered like diamonds. The fabric seller glowed rosy as he pushed a piece of silk at me. I swiveled about, studying the crowd. Apart from the scraggly stray dogs, a herd of goats, a few chickens and the flies, all the energy fields were human.

      All except one.

      That particular energy field surrounded a humanoid beast that was glaring over the crowd at me. I immediately recognized the being from my studies of West African folklore and groaned.

      I was being followed by an Obayifo.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter Four


          

        

      

    

    
      The general consensus regarding the Obayifo is less than flattering. While pleasant in form and face, these vampire sorcerers aren’t particularly kind-hearted even when they aren’t sucking blood from a human. In addition to fangs, they possess a mild form of mind control. It only works on the uninitiated.

      This particular specimen snarled when he caught my knowing glance. His elongated canines were clearly visible to me only because I was resistant to his attempts to manipulate my mind. He stayed in the shadows. His blue-black skin glowed with supernatural energy, his lean muscles flexing. He scowled as I continued my studies.

      A word of advice to all would-be paranormal investigators. As a general rule, paranormals don’t particularly appreciate being studied, followed, observed or in any other way having their existence highlighted. Most of them prefer obscurity. Our ignorance is their best defense. Ignore this advice at your peril. I have the scars to prove why.

      “Oh, bother,” I muttered and tossed the fabrics onto a pile.

      I ignored the urgent pleas of the vendor as he asked me to buy a scarf or three before the mound of cloth disappeared, or the price increased, or a hurricane wiped out the market and I’d regret not purchasing from him. I returned to the Inspector’s side.

      “Inspector, I don’t suppose you know the details of my mission?” I inquired as I hurried him along the unpaved, slightly muddy thoroughfare.

      “My superior officer didn’t provide the particulars,” Inspector Jones replied, clearly miffed at the superior’s lack of confidence in his discretion.

      “Possibly because he himself wasn’t aware.”

      Of course, the Director of the Society wouldn’t have revealed the truth to the officer. He would’ve broken our second mandate—To maintain the secrecy of the Paranormal Realm in general, and the Society and its activities specifically. And it would’ve unnecessarily alarmed a normal and oblivious human.

      “But this does complicate the matter.” I sighed and glanced back.

      The Obayifo had abandoned all efforts at concealing his purpose. Instead, he plowed through the milling crowds, ignoring any who dared protest. Most people were wise enough not to, even if they didn’t understand why. While few humans can view energy, they can still feel at some level the presence of danger. And this creature was certainly that. He radiated vicious intent and blood-lust.

      “It would appear my arrival has not gone unnoticed,” I said and steered Inspector Jones around a steaming pile of animal excrement.

      Our African companion followed close by, his face disinterested. He clutched my valise in his arms as if it held something more valuable than a few changes of clothes.

      Inspector Jones was unimpressed by my observation. “Surely, Miss Bee, you are exaggerating the importance of your presence here.”

      I peered between ribbons of fetid meat hanging from a pole. The Obayifo had eliminated much of the distance between us. I could see into his eyes. There was no white, just black with a red pupil.

      “Is there a carriage we could use?” I stepped around a woman carrying a stack of firewood which was bigger than she was.

      Inspector Jones’ eyes narrowed with contempt. He probably assumed I was wilting from the heat, humidity and effort of walking.

      “Madam, on what surface would a carriage travel here?” He gestured to the rough and muddy path cluttered with debris, wares, people and animals. “We may at best find a rudimentary form of transport awaiting us at the intersection with the main road. I took the liberty of⁠—”

      “Well done, sir.” I wiped at the beads of sweat slipping into my eyes. “And now you may take the liberty of walking at a faster pace, perhaps even running.”

      I set the example by increasing my strides. My boots sloshed through puddles of dubious origin.

      “Miss Bee,” Inspector Jones huffed, but he kept up with my pace as did his stoic-faced assistant.

      I didn’t dare look back to see if my pursuer was gaining. We soon cleared the informal market and its shadows. Direct sunlight blinded and burned us as we entered what could barely pass as a road with roughly hewn cobblestones. The carts and uncovered wagons didn’t have any of the usual trappings and glitter of London carriages. One such contraption was waiting nearby, drawn by a weary little horse with a heavily curved back.

      As Inspector Jones assisted me, I stared toward the market’s exit. The vampire sorcerer lurked in the shadows, eyes glittering. He didn’t dare step into direct sunlight. His mouth murmured a curse that couldn’t touch me or my mind. Nor was he glaring at me anymore. His hypnotic gaze had shifted to another.

      The pitiful excuse of a carriage lurched forward. Its wooden wheels wobbled as if preparing to fly off at any moment. The slight breeze produced by our passage did nothing to alleviate the damp, sultry and oppressive heat that caused my clothes to stick to me. My skin prickled and crawled.

      The discomfort was tolerable when compared to the knowledge that the silent African assistant was in some way associated with, or being influenced by, the Obayifo.

      I studied the assistant. He was perched on the bench up front with the driver. The two were conversing softly in a language that was alien to my ears. I in turn conversed with the inspector just as softly.

      “Sir,” I whispered, “how long has the assistant been in your employ?”

      Inspector Jones tugged at the high collar of his starched uniform. “A few months, I believe. All in all, a steady enough chap for a native.”

      “And the driver?”

      “About the same. Why do you ask?”

      I re-positioned my walking stick, preparing to transform it into a weapon. “A few months as in close to three?”

      “Indeed,” my companion replied stiffly. “What of it?”

      I reflected on the coincidence. Prof Runal had launched the Brownie smuggling investigation just over three months ago. He’d immediately identified Lagos as one of several possible hubs.

      There were few events that could set me on edge as much as a coincidence could. Only a badly made cup of tea came close. At least a coincidence is forgivable, but neither should be ignored.

      “A steady chap he may be, but I suspect we won’t be driven to the constabulary.”

      “Rubbish,” Inspector Jones scoffed. “This, madam, is precisely why women should content themselves with such professions as are consistent with their delicate constitutions and sensitive nerves. They certainly shouldn’t be gallivanting about in an arena that requires clear and unbiased thought, a steady hand and a stout heart.”

      “My constitution is decidedly not delicate, and my only sensitive nerves are the ones associated with my olfactory senses. I heartily encourage you, sir, to loosen your weapons and prepare yourself.”

      “And I encourage you to restrain your imagination,” the man retorted through gritted teeth.

      Before we could continue encouraging each other thus, the assistant swiveled on the bench. His eyes wouldn’t meet ours as he said in a subdued tone, “Mr. Inspector Jones, sir. We must make a detour. Because of roadwork.”

      The horse sped up. The carriage veered sharply off the main thoroughfare and into a quiet and shadowy alley. The Obayifo stood in our path, waiting. As I prepared to jump from the carriage, I glanced at the alley’s entrance. Three burly Africans blocked the way.

      We were neatly and efficiently trapped.
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      At this point, I realized Inspector Jones was armed with nothing more than a rubber bludgeon. I rapidly mulled over our predicament as the Obayifo stalked toward us.

      The sachet of powdered cinnamon that I always stored in my skirt pocket was a wondrous weapon against ants and other creepy crawly insects. It would have little effect on a vampire. I contemplated lending the inspector a knife from my walking stick. That was as far as my contemplations were allowed to proceed before being rudely interrupted.

      “Be at peace,” the Obayifo commanded, his eyes fixed on Inspector Jones.

      The foolish man glanced up at the speaker and slumped in his seat, his face slack.

      “The only people at peace are dead,” I said. I gave the inspector a sharp and thoroughly satisfying kick to the shins. The blow had the added benefit of breaking the spell.

      That done and having decided that both the driver and the assistant were in on the plot, I felt no remorse. I delivered a mighty thump to the back of the driver’s head with the metal fist atop my stick. The man behaved as expected and conveniently collapsed across the bench.

      Both Inspector Jones and his assistant gawked at me, amazed I could deliver anything more potent than a curtsy. The Obayifo began running toward us.

      “Get on with it,” I ordered Inspector Jones as I swung my stick at the assistant’s head.

      He however dodged my efforts, an inconvenient turn of affairs, and flashed a blade at me in response.

      Not to be outdone, I pressed two fingernails on the metal fist. A sharp slice of metal slid out the end of my walking stick. I slashed at the assistant. He dropped his knife and scrambled onto the horse’s back where he clung to the neck like a leech.

      Having recovered sufficiently from his shock that I’d correctly surmised our driver’s intentions, Inspector Jones drew out his bludgeon with a curse. The three thugs behind us were now hemming us in. Their weapons were considerably more potent than the police-issue club.

      I’m the first to admit that a good fight is thoroughly invigorating. But I knew it wouldn’t be quite as refreshing for Inspector Jones. The Obayifo was going to be difficult to handle as we were in a sunless location.

      I leaned over the bench, scooped up the reins and slapped them solidly against the weary little nag’s back. The obstinate creature snorted, uncertain in the face of the confusion that surrounded it.

      Appreciating my intent, Inspector Jones reached for the whip and snapped it. The carriage jolted forward as the horse responded, and we began careening down the alley. The assistant bounced against the horse’s neck and shrieked in protest. Another snap of the whip persuaded the horse not to slacken its pace. The Obayifo barely avoided being run over.

      Recovering far too rapidly for polite society, the humanoid paranormal leapt up and gripped onto the side of the carriage. He snarled up at me, fangs exposed.

      “What atrocious manners,” I muttered.

      No matter how often I was confronted with the less polite members of the paranormal society, I refused to allow myself to become accustomed to their behavior.

      To emphasize my disgust, I jabbed the pointed end of my stick toward the Obayifo. A welt of thick blood oozed from the cut across his shoulder. I’d really been aiming for his neck. There’s nothing like decapitation to put a stop to vampire nonsense.

      The vampire in question hissed at me as he swung onto the wagon. “Go home or be at peace,” he warned just as Inspector Jones swung his bludgeon.

      While his weapon was rather limited, it proved to be useful. The force of it against the back of the Obayifo’s head pushed the sorcerer forward. Another thump of the rubber stick directed our adversary toward the edge of the wagon, at which point I planted a booted foot squarely onto his lower region and kicked him over.

      One of the rear wheels rolled over the Obayifo, causing the wagon to lurch upward. Only Inspector Jones’ quick reflexes prevented me from pitching over the side as well.

      “Well done,” I told him, although I was disappointed the Obayifo still had his head securely attached to his shoulders.

      “Indeed,” the man muttered, gazing back at the Obayifo.

      The dent in the creature’s head from the wheel didn’t prevent him from standing up and raising a fist in warning. The three human companions who had been left behind during our mad dash only now jogged into view. By then, we’d veered out of the alley onto a sunlit dirt road. A few breaths later, our attackers were out of sight.

      “Miss Bee,” Inspector Jones huffed as he reined in the nag. “That man… his teeth… and his eyes… They⁠—…”

      “Not now, Inspector. Duck.” I flung my stick at his head.

      With a sharp exhale that closely resembled a cuss, he sunk to his knees. The metal fist smacked soundly against the neck of the assistant. The man slumped and slid off the horse.

      “What do you have to secure these men?” I asked as I glanced about the wagon. There was nothing in it but dirt, dust and an unconscious driver.

      Wordlessly, the inspector pulled a set of manacles from underneath his jacket. After securing the driver, he scrambled off the wagon and dragged his assistant away from the nervous little horse. The poor beast had seen more excitement in the past few minutes than it had witnessed over its entire sorry life.

      A crowd gathered about us, curious and yet not particularly alarmed by our dramatic appearance. I suppose this event was providing the sleepy town a sort of entertainment normally only found in the theatre. I still scanned the crowd for any energy that would signal hostility or aggression. There was none, only amusement and amazement.

      Inspector Jones hauled his hapless assistant into the wagon and procured a bit of rope from a nearby fruit vendor which he used to tie the assistant’s hands. He then retrieved my walking stick and handed it to me. Ignoring the gathered crowd, he snapped the reins. The overly taxed horse shuffled forward with the enthusiasm of a convict being led to the gallows.

      I spared a glance at our two prisoners. The assistant’s shirt sleeve had been torn in the scuffle, revealing a stick-like tattoo coloring his upper arm. I was about to lean over for a proper look when I was distracted by my companion.

      “Well, Miss Bee,” Inspector Jones said in his clipped accent. His thin mustache emphasized the tightness of his lips. “I believe you owe me an explanation.”

      I sighed and swiveled to face forward. How was I to handle his request? The Mandates of the Society for Paranormals & Curious Animals were quite clear. Normal humans were to be left ignorant of the membership and activities of the Society, for everyone’s protection. There were always exceptions. Once in a while, some of those unfortunate souls had to have their memories wiped out. It was for the good of everyone albeit the inconvenience of a few.

      On the other hand, I mused as I polished the metal fist atop my stick, I was in new territory here. Inspector Jones’ assistance would prove necessary if I was to maneuver through the town and discover what fiend was behind the Brownie smuggling. And I wasn’t one to hastily eliminate a person’s memories merely because he had the misfortune to be caught in the middle of a paranormal battle.

      “That was an Obayifo,” I announced, having made my decision.

      Inspector Jones’ lips tightened further, almost vanishing they were so thin. He glanced at me with a look that would’ve killed me if he’d been a warlock.

      “It’s a vampire sorcerer,” I explained. “A very dangerous combination, I might add. It’s not a fan of direct sunlight although it’s not as sensitive as the European vampire. And it can influence the minds of its victims which, as you can well imagine, does prove to be somewhat tiresome.”

      There was a moment of silence before the inspector exclaimed, “Miss Bee, do you really expect me to believe such nonsense?” He slapped the reins against the horse’s swayed back as if to emphasize his exasperation at my ridiculous notions. “And how am I supposed to include that in my case report?”

      I glanced up at the sky as if hoping for divine intervention, preferably in the form of a bolt of lightning. It didn’t happen.

      “Then what do you believe you saw?” The ability of the human mind to deny its own observations never failed to amaze me.

      There was no response. I allowed the silence to settle against our skin along with the oppressive humidity and heat. I was going to enjoy my tour of Lagos. I ignored the inspector and gazed about instead at the colorful chaos.

      Everywhere there were people buying, selling or transporting bananas, mangoes, pineapples, goats, chickens and baskets woven of a coarse rope. Food I couldn’t always recognize was sold alongside slabs of fly-covered mystery meats hanging just out of reach of mangy, tick-infested stray dogs. Both men and women were dressed in bright, colorful material with cheery patterns that transformed the drab streets and buildings into a continuous carnival scene.

      And the odors… My sensitive olfactory nerve was under assault from the odors of cooking meat, fresh fruit, rotting garbage, goat droppings and human sweat.

      The road swerved down to the port and followed the shoreline. Wooden piers pushed themselves away from the shore like crooked, broken teeth in the gums of an old drunk who’s been in a few too many bar fights. Dead fish and drying seaweed mingled with the other scents.

      By the time our destination loomed into view, I was quite done with the tour and ready for a pot of tea and a bit of shade. I hoped the constabulary would have a decent amount of both.

      There was no mistaking the building for anything but an extension of British law and order. Even without the flag fluttering proudly overhead, the very structure of the place announced its foreign origins. Unlike most of the buildings I’d seen thus far, this one was two stories and made of stone hewn from a far-off quarry. Every line was straight, every surface orderly and clean. Everything was a reminder of the strength and determination of the British Empire to rule with a firm and decisive hand.

      I snorted at the delusion.

      Inspector Jones had witnessed a glimpse of a world beyond the known human structures. Yet he still refused to wrap his limited mind around the possibility that elements of supernatural reality existed alongside humanity. His lack of imagination perplexed me even though I knew better than to expect much from my fellow humans.

      As we entered the compound, a scuffling alerted us too late that one of our prisoners was awake. We turned in time to view the assistant tumbling onto the road, his hands still bound behind him. That didn’t deter him from scrambling upright and running back the way we’d come.

      “Blast it,” Inspector Jones muttered as he abandoned me and gave chase.

      It shouldn’t have been a contest as the African was still recovering from a mild concussion. He seemed to have enough energy to run toward a nearby pier, determination overcoming his disadvantages.

      “Get back, you bloody fool,” Inspector Jones shouted, causing a group of workers unloading a boat to momentarily cease their chatter.

      The fool, bloody or otherwise, ran down the pier and leaped onto a small barge. The workers began cheering him on with claps, hoots and words that were meaningless to me but clearly intended to encourage the escapee.

      “You can’t bloody well swim,” the inspector yelled as his boots thumped against the wooden pier.

      That didn’t cause our man to pause. He jumped from the barge onto a passing rowboat that rocked precariously to the delight of the cheering squad and the outrage of the boat’s passengers. And then, before any could stop him, he jumped into the water and sank out of sight.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter Six


          

        

      

    

    
      By the time Inspector Jones jumped onto the rowboat, thrown off his jacket and followed his fugitive into the waters of the lagoon, it was too late. He pulled out a lifeless corpse.

      “Silly natives,” the Inspector sputtered as we later settled into his office and to the much-needed tea.

      I had no means to measure the intelligence of the town’s inhabitants. I therefore remained mute on the issue and focused on the delightful beverage that was revitalizing my fatigued mind and body.

      “They live in a seaport village. And none of them can bloody well swim.” Inspector Jones paused, perhaps for dramatic effect. Although I doubted the man had the required imagination and creativity for drama.

      I murmured some noncommittal sounds, wondering when the tirade would stop so that we could get on with the task at hand. There was still another possible source of information in our custody who could provide some insights into the case.

      “That’s precisely why we’re needed here,” he continued, not yet weary of his lecturing monologue. “To train them in the ways of common sense at the very least, if not in building civilization. What sort of halfwit jumps into the ocean with his hands tied and unable to swim?”

      “The sort who had more to fear from his master than from us,” I said, tired with the self-righteous arrogance.

      “What?” He seemed startled to discover I was still present.

      “Whoever is behind the smuggling ring must be a fearsome bloke. Even more intimidating than the British police, as difficult as that might be to imagine.” I glanced at the rubber bludgeon tucked into the Inspector’s belt.

      “Indeed,” the inspector said, frowning at me as if unsure if I was seriously suggesting there was a force greater and more terrifying than the one he represented. He opened a drawer in his desk and pulled out a small metal box of what I could only presume was snuff or some similar narcotic. “Could it be that… what did you call that fellow who attacked us?”

      “An Obayifo. And no, I don’t believe so. From what I’ve heard, the Obayifo don’t play well with others. They’re hired for one-off jobs such as influencing minds and assassinating bodies. That sort of thing.”

      The inspector scratched at his head, clearly struggling to grasp the world I was presenting to him. He extracted a pinch of powder from his box and delicately sniffed at it as if to fortify himself for the ensuing conversation. He then produced from his desk a pad of paper and attempted to summarize what I’d just explained.

      “Well, that’s going to have to be reported. We can’t allow assassins to roam the streets of Her Majesty’s colonies.” He paused while tapping his mustache with his fountain pen. “So why would he attack me?”

      I set my empty teacup onto its saucer as gently as my growing agitation would allow. “Inspector Jones, please do try to engage a little imagination, would you? They weren’t after you. Whoever heads this gang is fully aware of the organization I am employed by and therefore has some inclination as to my position and abilities.”

      I studied the inspector as he digested the news that I might be more interesting to his adversaries than he was. I didn’t understand why this upset him. My position was nothing to be envious about. If anything, it was unnerving that the news of my mission had travelled faster than I had. I was now in danger of more attacks.

      Inspector Jones muttered something that sounded like “Preposterous.” He sat on his desk, his fingers tapping the edge.

      “Perhaps we should question the driver,” I suggested.

      “Of course we should question the driver. I’m fully aware of procedure, Miss Bee. I have more than a decade of experience in such matters. The same however cannot be said of you. I’d be dumbfounded if you have more than a couple months under your proverbial belt. You must be all of seventeen years old.”

      “Nineteen, actually. And I’ve been investigating for over a year now.”

      He snorted at that. “Nineteen. Your family allows you to gallivant about the world like this?” He waved at me, as if to emphasis what ‘this’ referred to. “You should be married and looking after your husband’s interests, not playing at being a detective.”

      I smiled stiffly at the notion even as I tightened my grip on my stick. “How quaint. Shall we discuss how to proceed with the interrogation?”

      “The interrogation procedure is hardly a suitable occupation for a…” He hesitated. “A lady. Which is why I took the liberty of requesting two officers to do just that while we indulged in a break.”

      “Drinking tea is hardly an indulgence, no more than breathing is. As for your two officers… I intend no offense to Her Majesty’s uniformed representatives. But they will fail in their efforts to extract anything more useful than the driver’s name, residence and possibly his shoe size. And you can include that in your report.”

      Inspector Jones peered down at me, his mustache almost disappearing into the tightness of his thin lips. “Miss Bee,” he finally spoke once he’d sufficiently calmed himself and sniffed at the powder pinched within his fingers again. “While your presence is somewhat entertaining, it is a distraction that I can no longer afford.”

      I stood up and clutched the walking stick to my side. “I was about to say the same about you, Inspector. While I’m delighted to have provided you some entertainment, I have my orders. And I will carry them out, with or without your assistance.”

      I paused and tapped the metal end of my stick against the planks underfoot. Who thought that a wooden floor was a good idea in an area of the world where termites outnumbered people 40,000 to one? It was yet another example of the thick-headed nature of British colonialists who refused to accept the reality around them. They instead tried to impose an English version onto everything they came into contact with.

      I lowered my gaze as contritely as a woman with my temper could manage. “I would very much prefer your assistance. I’m certain your knowledge of the terrain would be of great assistance to me. And my Director did specifically mention you by name.”

      I didn’t elaborate on how the Director had mentioned him. Prof Runal had described the inspector with an unflattering term that was best left unrepeated. I allowed the man to assume the best case, which he did.

      Somewhat mollified, he cleared his throat and stood up. With a sharp tug of his jacket, he nodded and appeared gratified that his services were still very much in demand.

      “So what should we do next?” I asked, leaving it to him to decide on the obvious course of action. This was a man who was easily perturbed by the evidence of a woman of intelligence and capacity. I therefore allowed him to believe he was in charge.

      Inspector Jones cleared his throat again. “I believe a visit to the interrogation room is in order.”

      I beamed a smile at him. “An excellent suggestion, Inspector. Please do lead the way.”

      A few moments later, I found myself in a dank, airless cellar lined with chiseled blocks of stone that reeked of salt, sweat and fear. The holding cell was a large cage for the few miserable looking humans who squatted within it.

      A bored officer who had been slouched behind a small desk leaped up at the sight of us and remained in a stiff pose. We passed the cell and entered a narrow corridor with a small room on either side. The doors were both firmly closed.

      Inspector Jones knocked at one and entered without waiting for a response. The sharp tang of unbathed bodies overwhelmed me. I limited my breathing to the absolute minimum. The confined quarters were dimly lit by a lantern that cast distorted shadows. The former driver was slumped onto a chair and two officers stood on either side. They both had matching expressions of exasperation.

      “Well?” the inspector barked at them, even though it was clear my prediction had been correct.

      “Nothing useful, sir,” one replied while the other frowned at the top of the driver’s head as if willing answers to float up from it.

      Inspector Jones stalked into the room and loomed over the hapless prisoner. “Boy, look here.”

      The driver rolled his head back and peered up. His eyes were blank. There was no hostility, defiance or violence in his expression, only resignation to whatever fate held in store for him.

      “I’ll only ask this once. And if you don’t give me a straight answer, I’ll be tossing you into the ocean,” the inspector threatened. “Who ordered you to change course today?”

      The driver swallowed hard and glanced briefly at me. The whites of his eyes glowed against his black skin. “Abasinjo,” he whispered.

      “Who? Who is this Abasi?”

      “That’s the name of your assistant,” one of the officers said. “Former assistant, rather.”

      The inspector snorted. “How convenient. Blame the dead man. So who told him to give you that order?”

      The driver’s throat convulsed. He shook his head rapidly, unable to speak past the obstruction. I squinted my eyes to study his energy field.

      Layers of different colored light emerged around every living creature in the room, including a pale gecko clinging to the wall behind the inspector. I focused on the driver’s energy which pulsed with a violent swirl of purple and orange caused by his fear. I detected the Obayifo’s influence, but that alone wasn’t the source of the man’s silence. There was some other force that sealed his lips: sheer terror.

      “Inspector,” I said as I observed a froth begin to form within the energy. The reaction was in direct response to the pressure the man was under to both obey an unknown master and to provide the officers a name.

      “Not now, Miss Bee,” the man said with no hint of cordiality as he turned to the officers. “I want a name out of him, by whatever means…”

      “Inspector,” I shouted as I rushed to the driver’s side, but I was too late.

      The hapless man’s entire body convulsed. His eyes rolled into his head, and then he went still. The energy field faded away, as if reluctant to separate itself so prematurely from its host. I checked for a pulse, already knowing there was none, and then closed the man’s eyelids. I did a quick check under his shirt sleeve and observed a stick-like tattoo that was strikingly similar to the one the assistant had.

      “Is he…?” the inspector asked.

      I stood up, gave him a cool stare and walked out of the room.
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      Two witnesses—both inconveniently dead—and a sketch of a stick figure tattoo. That was all I had to show for my first day in Lagos. It wasn’t a complete disaster, although the deceased men might disagree. But I preferred to have at least one live prisoner to chat with.

      After the botched interrogation incident, I requested an escort to my lodgings. Inspector Jones was a little too delighted to give me one.

      There weren’t many options for an Englishwoman, so room and board had been arranged with the Governor’s accountant Mr. Pritchard. I was greeted by the wife, a cheery and slightly rotund lady with a permanent sheen of perspiration on her brow. She tried to engage me in conversation and quickly surmised that I was in no mood for chitchat. She left me to my own devices once supper was finished.

      Mrs. Pritchard had warned me about the mosquitos. I still flung open the one window in my small room. The humidity was unbearable despite the lateness of the day. The sun was close to setting. The early evening breeze that drifted in from the nearby jungle only slightly eased my discomfort. How I yearned for the cool climes of England!

      “Enough,” I said aloud in a stern tone. I abhor self-pity more than I loathe dead witnesses and arrogant men. I had a mission to accomplish, and the sticky heat had nothing to do with it. But being English, I had to make at least one passing reference to the weather.

      I reclined on my bed and studied the sketch I’d hastily made once leaving the interrogation room. The tattoo sported by both men was a stylized figure with a head resembling an inverted triangle, a crescent indicating the body, and three legs, the front one of which was tucked up close to the pointy chin of the figure.

      “Praying mantis,” I murmured.

      Was that the name of the gang? Or its symbol? The name of its leader? Surely a criminal organization could devise a more sinister and lethal mascot than an insect.

      I rubbed at my eyes and wondered if I’d have difficulties falling asleep. Given the tiring day I’d experienced, I yearned to sleep. My mind was abuzz with activity as it sleuthed around the few clues in my possession.

      I lay my walking stick by my side and admired it. It was an unusual accessory for a young and able-bodied woman to have. A few adversaries assumed I was infirm, an assumption that was quickly dispelled with a solid thwack on the head. It had a number of gadgets tucked inside its length. I’d always found the metal fist to be a most effective means of persuasion on those occasions when a beast or man became too frisky.

      Insects buzzed and trilled outside. From the dark clump of jungle came calls from larger and fiercer animals. My eyelids quivered and remained closed until a scratching noise woke me.

      I glanced at the candle. The flame flickered in a pool of liquid wax. Several hours had passed. With a splutter and hiss, the flame sank into the wax and was extinguished. The darkness was absolute. I couldn’t remember ever waking to such a lack of light. There was always some lighting out on the streets of London or in a neighboring house to diminish the intensity of night.

      I remained still, wondering what had woken me. Although I often experienced trouble falling asleep, I normally remained sleeping. Unless a creature was scratching at the wooden shutters as it climbed through my window.

      It seemed mosquitos weren’t the only nuisances that could enter the second-story room. I slid a hand to my walking stick and gripped it while gazing at the window. In addition to being blessed with a sharp sense of smell, I also had unnaturally keen night vision. This was quite fortuitous given my line of work. Many paranormals have nocturnal lifestyles which is most inconsiderate of them.

      A hunched form crawled through the window, leaped off the windowsill and landed soundlessly by the foot of my bed. I waited for it to straighten up. It remained slouched over, the knuckles of its long, hairy arms touching the floor.

      Before I could decide how to react to the humanoid invading my privacy, light glowed around the closed bedroom door. Perhaps Mrs. Pritchard had heard our uninvited visitor. That would not bode well for her if a fight were to ensue. But the light was brighter than a candle or lantern. I was both relieved and concerned, for now I was facing not one but two unwanted callers.

      The doorknob shuddered. Light oozed through the empty keyhole and appeared before me as a twinkling globe that cast a dazzling illumination. The sudden retreat of darkness caused my eyes to blink. The creature squatting at the foot of my bed was a large monkey. It grinned and pounced.

      I had prepared myself for an attack. The primate wasn’t at all interested in me. It sprang on the globe and wrestled it into a finely woven mesh. The monkey held up the entrapped light, grunted and shrieked while slapping the ground with a free hand.

      “Now what’s a monkey doing in my room with a ball of light?” I mused. I sat up, my walking stick held before me.

      The creature’s lips peeled back. It chattered and gnashed its large teeth. In a masculine voice, it—or rather, he—spoke. “I am no monkey. I am the chimpanzee named Ngofariman.”

      “Ah,” I said, unsure if there was much difference. “My sincere apologies.”

      “And this is an Obayifo,” Ngofariman continued, holding up the net and shaking it.

      “Well, isn’t that an odd thing.” I didn’t know any vampire who traveled as such a bright form. The intensity would’ve chased a European vampire into the grave. I squinted at the light and saw an energy form that looked like the Obayifo from the market. “How odd indeed.”

      “No,” the chimp said and sneered at me, his teeth chattering against each other. He clearly didn’t find the situation at all peculiar.

      “And what manner of net can hold such a being?”

      “Spider silk. Special silk from a special spider.” He made a cackling noise that might have been laughter but it sounded ghastly.

      “Do all monk… I mean chimps talk?”

      Ngofariman’s lips peeled back, showing off his mottled brown-and-cream gums and sharp teeth. “Only me. Blessed by the gods.” He bounced around in a circle, hooting at a joke only he could comprehend.

      “Well, aren’t you a cheery chimp.” I freed my legs from my blanket in preparation. Even without studying the creature’s energy field, I could tell he was not to be trusted. The mischievous glint in his small eyes had a nasty aspect that didn’t bode well for me. “And to what do I owe the pleasure of this visit?”

      Ngofariman straightened up. Only then did I fully appreciate how big the beast was. He was as tall as a man but much bulkier. His every limb was corded with muscles that the dark fur couldn’t fully hide.

      With an effortless movement, he sprung up and landed in the middle of the bed. The furniture creaked and shivered ominously. I only hoped the noise and vibration hadn’t communicated themselves through the house to the Pritchards.

      The chimp squatted before me. “A favor for a favor.”

      “Oh?” I said with some reservations. I wasn’t fond of making bargains with supernatural creatures. Often their sense of fairness was vastly different from humans’.

      “Come to the docks tomorrow morning,” the chimp continued as if I’d already agreed.

      “Why? Is this related to the smuggling ring?”

      “Look for a lady in white.”

      “Which lady in white? And what favor?”

      But Ngofariman chattered wordlessly. He bounced off my bed, through the window and into the night, taking the Obayifo’s light with him.
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      “This is a bloody waste of time,” Inspector Jones muttered as we strolled along the docks.

      I ignored him as best I could. It was proving to be an arduous task given that he insisted on talking to me. Although it was only morning, sea salt and heat already coated my skin. I didn’t believe I could tolerate another aggravation without voicing a few choice and unsavory words of my own. I thought about accidentally shoving him off a pier, but instead I turned my attention to my surroundings.

      Two ships were anchored in the harbor and were being unloaded onto smaller boats that ferried their contents to shore. The area was crowded with sweating laborers hauling off crates and loading them onto overburdened donkeys or wobbly wagons. The slap of waves against the boats and the whistle of wind in the sails mingled with men’s shouting and singing. Seagulls competed with mangy dogs for any scraps that fell out of the carts of nearby merchants.

      “Just keep an eye out for a woman in white,” I instructed for the umpteenth time.

      Inspector Jones scoffed. “Do you see anyone wearing anything that comes close to resembling white? On the docks? With all this filth around?”

      I didn’t voice my own doubts, nor could I admit the source of my information despite his repeated inquiries. He’d send me packing on the next ship out if I did.

      And what if this was a waste of time? Perhaps chimpanzees were color-blind. Or maybe Ngofariman was tricking me, having a bit of fun as he rested in the cool shade of the forest and munched on bananas.

      A glimmer of white snagged at the corner of my eye. I turned. A white dress disappeared around a cart piled precariously high with building stones.

      “There,” I said and darted after the dress before Inspector Jones could protest.

      “Where?” he demanded as he caught up with me.

      “Over there.” I pointed and shifted direction.

      We continued dashing around various obstacles as the figure in white stayed far enough ahead to avoid us, but close enough that I could catch glimpses of her.

      “Are you sure the heat hasn’t addled your senses?” Inspector Jones asked as we trotted around piles of produce and refuse. “I haven’t seen anyone in white.”

      I didn’t bother answering. The chimp had said to find a woman in white. He didn’t mention if she’d be alive or dead. I was quite accustomed to viewing spirits and specters. I didn’t think them too much different from the living. One critical, and occasionally inconvenient, difference was that no one else could see them. Normally this wasn’t a serious issue; but Inspector Jones’ presence complicated matters.

      We came to the edge of the platform where the ships were docked. An unappealing beach stretched out before us. Stones, bits of broken crates and other refuse littered it. A couple of decrepit rowboats had been dragged onto the beach.

      Standing in the middle of the scene was a curvaceous woman with a mysterious smile on her round face. Her shiny black skin was in stark contrast to the long, white summer dress. How could she have walked so rapidly in such a dress and on the uneven surface? My suspicion was confirmed by Inspector Jones’ next comment.

      “That was indeed a waste of time, wasn’t it?” He stared at the beach, his gaze passing over the woman as if she were no more than air.

      “Perhaps.” I scrambled over the rocky slope connecting the dock to the beach.

      “Miss Bee, I have to insist that we return… Miss Bee?”

      I had abandoned him to his grumbling and single-mindedly walked toward the ghost. As I neared her, she beckoned me to follow and led me farther down the beach toward a cluster of trees at the edge of the jungle.

      “Miss Bee! If you wish to stroll about the countryside, I can arrange for a tour guide,” Inspector Jones shouted, each word bitten off in anger as he stomped behind me. “But I have far more important business than catering to the whims of a woman who by all rights should be back home tending to her husband’s home.”

      “I’m not married.”

      “Well, that explains everything. At this rate, you shall remain unwed.”

      The ghost vanished. Two men and three women, all dressed in white, stepped out of the trees.

      “Can you see them?” I whispered to Inspector Jones.

      “Of course I can see them.” He wiped the sheen of warm humidity off his face. “I’m not blind, now am I?”

      I didn’t respond. The truth was that yes, he was in fact blind although his eyes worked well enough.

      One of the women stepped forward and nodded at me. “M’dam Beatrice, I am Mame. You are welcome.” Her voice was soft yet confident.

      “How does she know you?” Inspector Jones asked.

      “Thank you,” I said, unsure what I was being welcomed to. “Ngofariman said I might find you.”

      Inspector Jones huffed and reached into a pocket for his snuffbox. “Who is Ngofariman?”

      Mame ignored the inspector. “The hairy one is of no consequence now. You are here to meet Mami Wata.”

      At her words, Inspector Jones guffawed. “That old fairytale? Is that why I was dragged through the foulest corners of Lagos? To listen to superstition and voodoo nonsense? Preposterous.”

      At his outburst, Mame finally glanced his way. “I assure you, monsieur, Mami Wata is no fairy. Although she does at times have a tail. As for voodoo, that exists in the realm of the one you seek.”

      Inspector Jones snorted.

      “You mean the one behind the smuggling ring?” I asked.

      Mame nodded.

      The thrill of the hunt surged through me. “So this Mami Wata has information about that?”

      Mame hesitated. “It is best she answer that question. She is waiting for you.”

      She turned and walked away, her bearing regal as a queen among her subjects. The others waited for us to follow her before falling in place behind us.

      “Who’s Mami Wata?” I whispered to the inspector.

      He snorted, and by that I mean he snorted a large pinch of whatever was in his snuffbox. I frowned at the small, tin box. The man was rapidly deteriorating into addiction by the looks of it, and that didn’t bode well for our investigation.

      “A mermaid,” he said and spat.

      “Really?” I’d never met a mermaid and had suspected they were no more than a combination of a rather long sea journey, a bottle of rum and the overheated imagination of bored sailors.

      Encouraged by my interest in his supposed expertise, Inspector Jones resumed his explanation. “Yes, imagine that. She has quite a following in West Africa. Also Central Africa, by all accounts. Her worshipers have a fixation on the color white.”

      He shook his head as if unable to comprehend how anyone would like such a color. “They wear white clothes, use white objects and paint their donkeys white. At least these cult members try to do good and keep themselves impeccably clean. They’re always bathing in the sea to pay tribute to her.”

      “Well, that’s all positive then,” I said.

      Inspector Jones swatted at a large leaf in front of his face. “Apart from the fact they’re all delusional, yes. At least they don’t cause us trouble. They’re too busy praying to a mermaid to heal the sick and protect the women.” He leaned toward me to dodge a prickly plant. “That’s her forte. Protecting women and motherhood.”

      I found that last part particularly reassuring. A creature who protected women couldn’t be all so terrible.

      The humidity and heat increased the more we walked. A swarm of almost invisible insects settled around our heads. Mame seemed undisturbed by any of it. My discomfort reached an almost unbearable level when the trees and shrubbery thinned out. We stumbled out onto a pristine beach. Sand as white as Mame’s dress dazzled my eyes. I had to squint against the glare. That was when I saw her.

      She was strolling out of the gentle waves. The energy field of a powerful water spirit glowed around her curvaceous form. Her long hair shifted between black and green, and her skin was the color of ebony. Her face beamed with a benevolent smile as she held out her arms in a motherly greeting. The long, thin snake that encircled her waist hissed but didn’t distract from her beauty.

      “Mami Wata,” I murmured as Mame and the other followers fell to their knees.

      “Bloody…” Inspector Jones breathed out but bit his tongue when I clucked disapprovingly. There was no excuse for cussing even when faced with a mermaid-type paranormal.

      ‘Greetings, Beatrice,’ Mami Wata sang, her melodic voice wrapping around my mind. Her lips hadn’t moved.

      “She’s communicating telepathically,” I whispered. “That is no easy feat at all.”

      “Blast it,” the inspector muttered, reaching for his snuffbox with a quivering hand.

      ‘Beatrice, you search in dangerous waters,’ Mami Wata continued in her telepathic sing-song voice.

      “So I’ve gathered.” I was unsure if she would hear my thoughts which were tumultuous at best.

      “Now just a moment, madam,” Inspector Jones interrupted, his movements as jittery as his nerves. “This investigation falls under my jurisdiction, and I have some questions…”

      Mami Wata, benevolent water spirit and protector of women, turned to face him. Her deep brown eyes darkened, the color filling over the whites. Her expression transformed from loving to wrathful. With a slight nod of her head, she spoke a word in an unknown language.

      Inspector Jones fell to his knees, his hands at his throat. A constricted gurgling was the only sound coming from him.

      I wasn’t sure how to intervene, or even if I should. I took a step toward the fallen man. His breathing resumed, albeit jagged and uneven.

      ‘This is my domain,’ Mami Wata said as if to dispel any doubt that might be lingering on the matter. ‘You do not belong here.’ She waved her hand as if to encompass everything before her.

      Was she addressing the inspector, me or the Queen of England? I hesitated, but my tongue has a habit of moving before my brain does. “Why did you wish to meet me?”

      She turned  to me. I pondered the wisdom of my thoughtless words, for who was I to question a goddess? In my experience as a paranormal investigator, I’d acquired (sometimes painfully) an appreciation for the seemingly random and incomprehensible logic used by supernatural beings. Questioning that logic was a certain path to insanity or death. Both of these states were thoroughly unhelpful when attempting to solve a case.

      ‘Prof Runal doesn’t belong here,’ she replied in her gentle mind-voice, ignoring the inspector as one would an ant crawling beneath one’s feet. ‘By extension, neither do you.’

      “And I shall remove myself from your domain promptly, once this matter is resolved,” I promised with all sincerity. Why would any Englishwoman wish to remain in a place with heat and humidity that melded one’s clothes into one’s skin? Or hosted talking chimps and bloodthirsty mosquitos, not to mention light-loving vampires?

      Mami Wata shook her head, although her face betrayed no surprise at it. Abruptly she altered her approach to the conversation. ‘Beatrice, The Mantis is coming.’

      “The Mantis again.” I glanced down at the inspector who was on his hands and knees coughing vigorously. “The driver and your assistant both had a tattoo of the insect.”

      Inspector Jones waved a hand at me as if gesturing for me to continue without him.

      “Does this Mantis have a name?” I kept my tone polite and subdued.

      The snake around the water spirit’s waist hissed. ‘Yes, a name that is best left unmentioned.’

      “I don’t fear names.”

      Miami Wata smiled as if a child had declared herself the Queen of England. ‘Very well. The name is Koki.’

      Koki the Mantis. I wasn’t particularly overwhelmed with terror. “So how do we find this Koki?”

      Mami Wata tilted her head slightly to the side, as if contemplating a question she hadn’t expected. ‘Do not try.’

      “With all due respect, Mami Wata, that is precisely why I came here. We need to stop the Brownie smuggling and whatever else that gang is involved with.”

      My explanation petered out at the end as the mermaid spirit held up a hand as elegantly as a monarch would when addressing adoring subjects.

      ‘The Mantis will find you if you insist on your search,’ her voice echoed through my mind. ‘The Mantis is unforgiving, unrelenting. You must leave.’

      I frowned at the suggestion I abandon my mission. I wasn’t one to flee at the first indication of difficulties, even if they involved insects. While I wasn’t overly enamored with Brownies, they were for the most part innocent enough. They certainly didn’t deserve the cruel fate that awaited them once smuggled out of the relative protection the Society offered in Great Britain.

      ‘Be at peace, Beatrice,’ she continued as if understanding my concern. ‘There are other forces at work.’

      It was true that there were mysteries beyond the ken of mortal minds. I was still thoroughly dissatisfied. Did she really expect me to abandon my work and scurry home like a frightened dormouse?

      “Can you not assist us at all? Perhaps we can’t find The Mantis, but at least we can arrest the gang members and put a stop to this nonsense.”

      By this time, Inspector Jones had recovered enough to push himself upright. He staggered in place and nodded in agreement to my suggestion.

      Mami Wata studied me with eyes that now matched the green tinge of her thick hair. ‘The port, tonight. But if you value your life, you will leave before then.’

      I shrugged. “I have a rather limited amount of self-preservation.”

      She bestowed on me that curious smile as if my words were those of the village idiot. She then turned, strode into the waves and dove, her legs fusing into a dolphin’s tail.
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      Brownie smuggling was previous enough. But enduring a budding addict was tiresome and potentially more hazardous to my health than Koki.

      No sooner had Mami Wata transformed into a mermaid and vanished beneath the surf, then Inspector Jones cursed in an intolerable fashion. He pulled out his rapidly depleting stock of snuff and inhaled a wad large enough to clog up a set of nostrils less robust than his.

      I wasn’t without sympathy for the man’s dilemma. While I was fully conversant in the ways and means of paranormal investigations, this poor man hadn’t the faintest notion.

      “Do you prefer to rest this evening, sir? I’m quite capable of attending to this matter without a chaperone. These are the sort of beings I associate with on a regular basis.”

      The inspector coughed, either because of the snuff or my words. “I’ll not hear of it, Miss Bee. Although I’m not overly comforted by your assertions. What sort of woman spends her time in such company?”

      “The sort who is an investigator.”

      The man huffed. “A strange sort, to be sure. I am duty-bound to accompany you. The port, did she say?” He waved a hand limply toward the water.

      “As you wish.” I wasn’t at all confident in his ability to continue. His nerves weren’t as hearty as his nostrils seemed to be.

      Inspector Jones accompanied me to my lodgings. We parted ways with the understanding he would return before dusk. Relieved to be free of the man for a few hours, I ate a sparse meal and requested Mrs. Pritchard in no uncertain terms to send for me once Inspector Jones arrived. I then retreated to my room and attempted to rest.

      Sleep eluded me. I had only been in the employment of the Society for a year or so. All recruits are informed of the Mandates, and my mind gnawed on the three Society laws with grim determination. I wondered at the wisdom of involving Inspector Jones.

      The man was neither a being of supernatural essence nor was he a fully indoctrinated and trained human. Yet he had been thrust into the strange world I inhabited and was clearly demonstrating his inability to cope with it. This only demonstrated yet again the importance of creativity and imagination in my line of work. How else could one cope with reality without these essential tools of the paranormal investigator?

      As I reflected on the predicament of Inspector Jones and the obnoxious wet heat pressing on me, I drifted off into a slumber. I’m certain I would’ve remained asleep except for a disturbing dream involving a talking chimp who shape-shifted into a mermaid.

      I woke in darkness and blinked away the heaviness of mind that accompanies a long nap.

      Darkness.

      It was dark. Why was this a problem?

      My sleep-addled mind wrestled with the fact until I identified why it bothered me. Inspector Jones had not come.

      There were many possible explanations for this. I was confident that only two made sense. Either he sincerely intended to fetch me in which case this uncharacteristic tardiness was proof he was dead. Or he had decided to save me the inconvenience of a trip to the piers and had proceeded without me.

      “The imbecile,” I muttered as I stumbled into action.

      The description was accurate either way. If he was dead, it was due to his overuse of snuff and his underuse of imagination. If he had declined my services, then he was entering into a situation for which he was ill prepared.

      Lagos wasn’t London, and there were no carriages available. So I set off on foot for the port. Mrs. Pritchard was appalled.

      “But my dear!” Her hands clenched together as if imploring me to reconsider. “This is not the sort of place where one ventures out into the streets unaccompanied. Particularly for a proper Englishwoman, and specifically at night. There are all sorts of vagabonds and undesirables roaming about.”

      I smiled, my irritation at the delay softened by her pained expression and sincere concern. “Don’t worry, Mrs. Pritchard. I’m hardly proper.”

      With that, I raised my fully loaded walking stick and ventured out into the night. Despite Mrs. Pritchard’s assertions that there were thugs and goons skulking about each street corner, I found the town to be remarkably quiet. I was able to proceed to my destination without the nuisance of having to thump sense into a bandit or two.

      Inspector Jones and his cohorts were far too easy to spot. I merely had to squint, and their energy popped up as clear as fireworks. They squatted in several loose clumps behind stacks of crates near the entrance of a warehouse. The police were the only energy sources in the area apart from mosquitos and rodents. Whatever was supposed to happen hadn’t yet begun.

      I joined the inspector in his shadowy hiding spot. His facial features tightened when he saw me. He muttered and inhaled a pinch of snuff. I sighed. In my childhood, I would’ve experienced a trace of concern and sympathy for a man who insisted on handing his mind over to a drug. But I had rapidly learned while working for the Society that such tender sentiments were a dangerous distraction. A drug-addled mind was an unreliable one and a certain recipe for death and other inconveniences.

      “Surely you’ve had enough of that,” I said.

      “Surely you shouldn’t be here,” he replied.

      “I hope you live long enough to be useful or at least not a hindrance.”

      I continued to scan the area for signs of humanoid life and soon after noticed the Obayifo. He was standing at the other end of the pier, his skin darker than the sky that framed his tall and muscular form.

      “We have company,” I whispered to Inspector Jones and gestured with my chin in the general direction.

      “I don’t see a blasted thing.” He scowled at me as if it was my fault the man was blind at night.

      “You will.”

      Another humanoid joined the Obayifo and held up a lantern.

      The men near me shifted in anticipation and prepared for action. Inspector Jones glanced at me but declined to remark on my ability to see in darkness.

      Several more humans joined the first. I wondered if they knew about the vampire sorcerer’s true nature. They all remained in a huddle, several steps away from the Obayifo. Or perhaps they instinctually knew to maintain a distance, as any prey does around its predator.

      The Obayifo glanced down at the man with the lantern and nodded. Wordlessly, the humans formed a line that began in the shadows behind a warehouse and ended on the deck of a small ship. Wooden crates were passed along and deposited on a boat. I knew what must be in those crates: enslaved Brownies.

      Inspector Jones nudged the man next to him. The unspoken command passed among the officers. I imagined the other groups of police officers also preparing themselves for the attack.

      “Leave the Obayifo to me,” I whispered.

      The inspector hesitated. He must’ve recognized at some level that he was no match for the vampire. Eventually practicality triumphed over pride. He nodded curtly, then proceeded to ignore me which suited me very well.

      The fingers of one of my hands tapped along my walking stick as I pondered what weapon to extract. My other hand patted the pouch of powdered cinnamon in my skirt pocket.

      A preternatural silence enveloped the scene. Time itself held its breath. The soft slap of bare feet against the wooden pier was muffled by the intensity of the moment.

      I could feel rather than hear the men about me inhaling deeply. The inspector was the first to stand up. The other officers sprang out of their hiding places and launched themselves at the slave traders.

      The quiet shattered into chaos as men erupted into action all about me. The fervor of the police officers’ determination was evenly matched by the traders’ desperation. A battle ensued for which the Africans were poorly prepared.

      The Obayifo however was unperturbed. A light began to radiate about him. Tentacles of energy stretched out and grasped the minds of the men nearest him. Those officers fell and were incapable of voluntary movement. Their limbs quivered. Their slack mouths and eyes lit up with a light that mirrored in color the globe surrounding the sorcerer.

      My fingers settled on a knob and pressed. A shallow ledge built into my walking stick opened to reveal a blowgun hardly longer than my hand. The darts next to it had enough narcotics to incapacitate a grown man, even one as sizable as the vampire. I dug a dart out and inserted it into the blowgun.

      As if divining my intentions from the other side of the impromptu battlefield, the Obayifo swiveled to face me. His eyes narrowed in recognition. With a snarl, he hurtled through the men. His form weaved around and leaped over fallen crates. He was a difficult target.

      “How very inconsiderate.” Then again, vampires didn’t tend to be overly complacent when faced with their possible demise. The African version displayed no better manners in this regard.

      I lifted the blowgun to my lips and was about to blow a long night of sleep into the Obayifo. A set of hands clamped around my waist and snatched me away, spoiling my shot. The dart flew wildly off course and sunk into the backside of one of the smugglers who promptly collapsed to the wooden decking.

      “Miss Bee, you’re in the way,” the inspector shouted as he pushed me aside and slashed a saber at the vampire.

      I snapped, “How very valiant of you, sir, but so are you!”

      “Not now, madam.” He leaped atop a crate and used his superior position to discourage his adversary from proceeding toward me. “To begin with, your presence here is outside of protocol.”

      “A pox on English propriety.”

      I attempted another shot. The Obayifo had assessed the situation. Most of his men were captured or otherwise incapacitated. He transformed into a large globe of light and floated away beyond the reach of any projectile we had at hand. Only the inspector and I were in a position to observe the creature’s unique escape. I wondered how the experience would impact the man’s increased reliance on narcotics.

      While I was in a huff over the lost opportunity, I couldn’t entirely fault the inspector. We had, after all, captured the majority of the smugglers. But even as the officers congratulated each other in restrained voices, I couldn’t help but wonder if their happiness was a tad premature.
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      Brownies are clever creatures and can appear very much like little humans. When the officers began cracking open the crates, they saw human children crawl out. The children were delivered into the care of a nearby church. They would be shipped off to an orphanage in England from which they would eventually escape and return to their forest homes.

      A few of the officers stayed on the pier to liberate the Brownies. Inspector Jones and his men rounded up the smugglers and filled up the holding cell in the dank basement of the constabulary.

      While the inspector wished nothing more than to disassociate himself from me, he couldn’t very well refuse my request to join him. He contented himself with a bit of snuff and a stiff-lipped, self-congratulatory comment: “See here, Miss Bee. My men and I managed very well in the end.”

      I remained silent and resisted the urge to remind the man we hadn’t captured the ringleader. The Obayifo had also escaped, thanks to the inspector’s need to rescue a damsel who wasn’t in any distress. I was certain the vampire sorcerer was floating his way back to his master. An uneasy feeling settled on me like a sodden cloak. The cheers of the officers did nothing to dispel it.

      Once all the sullen-faced smugglers were locked away, the inspector and I began to question them. I suspected we would have as much success with them as we had with the driver. Inspector Jones however was in a good mood, his confidence buoyed by the successful attack and the snuff he now sniffed nearly hourly.

      “Watch and learn, Miss Bee,” he said when I finally voiced my concerns. “If your delicate, womanly constitution will allow it, that is.”

      I restrained an unwomanly snort at the comment. My constitution was anything but delicate. I joined the inspector in the interrogation room.

      The smugglers had appeared as tough, insolent hooligans on the pier. In the small, gloomy cell that stank of mildew and unbathed bodies, they weren’t quite so hardened. Their eyes were downcast and nervous.

      The first man we interrogated was the one who’d held the lantern for the Obayifo. He was a burly fellow, his body well accustomed to carrying loads. By the tilt of his chin and the unwavering nature of his gaze, I knew he was also accustomed to relaying commands and expecting results. He wasn’t as intimidated as the others by his current predicament.

      After some prodding and coaxing, he stated in a surly voice, “I am Jumuka.”

      “John,” the inspector said, writing the name in his notebook.

      I frowned. “That’s not what he said.”

      “Close enough. All right then, John. Tell us where your base of operation is.”

      I squinted in order to study Jumuka’s energy field and sighed. We weren’t going to get much more information out of him.

      “Listen here, boy,” the inspector growled into the silence. “If you aren’t willing to cooperate, we’ll use whatever means required to encourage you.”

      He raised his bludgeon as if to strike the seated man. Jumuka didn’t flinch but maintained a blank mask over his dark, sweat-streaked face.

      “We know who your master is,” Inspector Jones said. “A bloke who goes by the name of Koki the Mantis.”

      Jumuka noticeably gulped but remained stoically silent, as if his life depended on it. I suspected it did.

      “Who is this Koki, eh, John?” the inspector persisted. “Just give us a location or a description, and you can go back to your hut or hovel or wherever you come from.”

      There was no inducement we could provide, no threat we could utter, no pain we could inflict, that would extract from Jumuka or the other prisoners any information beyond their names. As the minutes sweated into hours, Inspector Jones’ confidence dissolved into frustration. Stalking toward the holding cell, he pointed at a young man crouching in the corner.

      “Bring that one,” he shouted, spittle spraying.

      The boy lacked the hard heart of his fellow smugglers. He cowered before us, his eyes round, the whites showing brightly against his dark face. His limbs twitched and shuddered but not from any fear he had of us. His pitiful state was induced by the name that slipped from his mouth when the inspector asked a question.

      Koki.

      “Yes, Koki. We know the name of your leader, but where is he?” Inspector Jones demanded. The threat of violence in his voice was palpable. In any other circumstance, the prisoner would’ve revealed his secrets.

      But not this time.

      “She will kill us all,” the boy blubbered. His tearful eyes rolled as if searching the cell for his elusive and lethal leader.

      “She?” Inspector Jones asked, clearly disgusted that a woman could inspire such a state in any man.

      “Don’t be too surprised, Inspector Jones,” I said, fingering the knobs along my walking stick. “The Bible states that hell itself has no fury greater than a woman’s.”

      He snorted, not impressed or convinced that anyone had reason to fear a woman. That alone convinced me that the man had never been married.

      “Come, boy, tell us where she is. We’ll protect you. She can’t touch you here, this…” He sneered derisively. “…Koki.”

      The prisoner shuddered and whimpered. I suspected he would fall into a lethal fit if we continued to pressure him.

      “Inspector Jones, perhaps if you would allow me to spend time alone with this one,” I suggested softly. “He’s not much more than a child.”

      “Madam, I tolerate your presence in this room out of obedience to the request sent by my head office,” he said through tight lips. “But that is all I shall do. I believe…”

      I never did learn what profound beliefs the man held with regard to my presence, for just then he was interrupted by a manly scream.
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      I looked at the prisoner whose mouth hung open. The sound hadn’t ushered forth from that source.

      Inspector Jones strode out of the small room like a storm about to break. I followed him into the narrow hallway. Ahead of us, the prisoners in the holding cell stood in a tight huddle, their gazes fixed on the stairs leading up to the ground floor.

      “What in tarnation…” the inspector began.

      A gunshot cut him off, echoing down to us from above. It was followed by the stamping of boots, shouting, several more gunshots and a shriek that was cut off abruptly, only to be replaced by others. I inhaled deeply, detecting what the inspector couldn’t: the acidity of sweaty terror mingling with the coppery odor of fresh blood.

      When a scream is combined with the scent of blood, it generally indicates a spot of trouble is around the proverbial corner. It is prudent in such circumstances to restrain one’s urge to rush into the scene.

      Inspector Jones however had no such inclination.

      “Inspector, don’t,” I warned, raising a hand to prevent his hasty departure.

      He ignored me as the frequency of gunshots and yelling increased. Instead, he raced up the stairs. His behavior proved that one really shouldn’t hunt for monsters while under the influence of drugs. Not only was his judgement critically impaired, but he was rushing blindly into a room full of blood and screaming people. This was an excellent way to lose his head or another similarly critical limb.

      I followed him with slightly less haste, my walking stick held before me.

      He began yelling orders to his men. When we reached the foyer, we could see his commands were a waste of breath. Everywhere was chaos and carnage. Decapitated bodies littered the floor. The place stank of horror and something else… An indefinable scent that included freshly cut grass and a rich, flowery perfume.

      The inspector spun around in a daze, his disbelieving gaze settling on one corpse after another. He finally looked to me, opened his mouth, shut it and then through tight lips said, “Miss Bee, this is no place for a woman. You must leave at once. I shall not be able to provide you an escort.”

      “Inspector Jones, I hardly think this is a suitable time for chivalry.” I gripped my stick tightly to anchor me. I could only imagine the shock and despair the inspector was experiencing, for these were his men.

      “As you wish,” he said without much conviction and continued his spinning until he was again facing the foyer.

      At that moment, we witnessed something that boggled the mind and befuddled the intellect. Two green, slender tree trunks floated into the lobby from an adjoining room.

      Inspector Jones strode forward even as I stepped back. Trees shouldn’t be able to float about. Something else was afoot.

      “Inspector, perhaps we should…” I started to say.

      The trees were not alone. A triangular head with a set of green pincers the length of my arms appeared. The pincers snapped at Jones’ neck with a sharp click. His body continued forward a few more paces before collapsing.

      I was left alone to face the largest and most intimidating beast I’d ever seen in my nineteen years of life. It was a Praying Mantis as large as an elephant.
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      My limbs quaked at the giant insect. It wasn’t natural. Insects should be able to fit under my boot. My brain stopped working for a moment, and I threw my sachet of ground cinnamon at the creature’s head.

      My muddled rationale was that if cinnamon was effective against tiny ants, then surely it could defeat a giant mantis.

      The spice exploded above her head in a puffy cloud of sweetness. It did nothing to stop the beast but distracted her long enough for me to run in the only possible direction open to me: upstairs.

      An eerie silence filled the constabulary as I navigated the wide staircase. I choked on the stench of blood and realized I was experiencing a rare sensation: absolute terror. Nothing in my training or experience had prepared me for such an event or the emotions it inspired.

      The landing on the second floor was deserted of bodies living and deceased. I steered myself into the first room I found with an open door and locked the door behind me.

      “Why would they put grills on a second floor office window?” I wailed softly.

      I stared in dismay at the windows across from me. Perhaps the metal bars were to prevent a bored officer from escaping his administrative duties. I should be so lucky to experience boredom.

      I glanced about the lavishly furnished room and stumbled toward a tall wardrobe dominating one corner. Pushing aside a number of police uniforms, I stepped inside and prayed to any being who would listen that the beast would simply scurry away.

      Lady Luck and I were never on the best of terms. The only thing scurrying away was my hope of surviving the night. The contents of my stomach were also moving about in a most unsatisfactory fashion.

      The situation continued to deteriorate. The wooden stairs creaked mightily as something heavy eased its way upstairs. The pace was unhurried as if the creature was enjoying the architecture. Each creak and groan mocked me.

      The insect snuffled about like a hunting dog seeking the trail of its prey, a trail that led to the room in which I hid. I shuddered as the wooden door splintered and cracked under a great weight.

      My mind froze. What should I do now?

      My hands shook but fortunately ignored my mind. They instinctually pushed down on two of the metal fingernails of the fist atop my walking stick.

      The pressure released an internal spring. A blade exited the other end of the stick with a soft click. The delicate sound scraped against my nerves. Had The Mantis heard it?

      I prepared myself as best I could. The walking stick was my only weapon. It seemed woefully inadequate for the adversary I now faced.

      I closed my eyes, breathed as deeply as my constricted chest would allow me and distracted myself from my approaching doom by mouthing the words, “If there’s anyone listening, forgive me for all my indiscretions and follies. Most of them were unintentional while the others were probably necessary at the time.”

      I paused. My lungs had relaxed under the deluge of my mental babbling, so I continued. “It’s quite likely I’ll die in this wardrobe which is humiliating enough. Dismemberment will render my mortal remains unfit for viewing.”

      I frowned for I did detest a messy corpse. It was thoroughly undignified. I hoped my ghost would move on rapidly rather than linger to take in the sights.

      “And forgive the men who were placed in harm’s way because of this investigation. Even Inspector Jones. Despite having a deplorable lack of imagination, he wasn’t such a terrible man after all.”

      That done, I opened my eyes. I now was as prepared to die as I could be, but not without a fight as brief as it may be. I had one regret as I listened to the hunter stalk into the room. All the sacrifice had been in vain. The beast would defeat us and continue on her way without a second thought for the corpses strewn out behind her.

      I peered through the keyhole. A beautiful woman stood by the door with skin so dark, it glowed with a blue undertone. Her limbs were full of strength and grace. Her large, black eyes were those of a skilled predator, confident in the outcome of the hunt.

      “Koki,” I inadvertently whispered on my exhale.

      I squinted and saw the energy field of a shapeshifting demon. The energy contained levels of power I’d never seen before. I was utterly out of my league. My weapon seemed even more pathetic in comparison.

      She glided into the center of the room. “Are you really the best that Prof Runal has?” She clucked her tongue in a disapproving manner even as her lips lifted in a cruel yet alluring smile. “My, my, the old dog is slipping, isn’t he? Or perhaps he fears facing me himself? And rightly so. But to send a girl child in his place is truly deplorable, even for him. Come, girl. I may spare you.”

      I wasn’t a fan of long-winded, self-aggrandizing speeches. But her voice was so attractive that I couldn’t remember what I’d planned on doing. Why was I in a wardrobe among mothballs and uniforms?

      A warm and motherly smile lifted her full, temptress lips. “Come to me, and I will take care of you. Of all the mortals in this building, you have the least to fear. Together, we will remind men why they should fear the night and respect a woman.”

      I smiled as her words wove themselves into my thoughts. It was true. Men had no respect at all for a woman with intellect that rivaled and usually surpassed their own. Faced with such an oddity, they resorted to patronizing tones and snide comments to maintain their misplaced sense of superiority.

      How often had I suffered such politely veiled ridicule when I presented myself as an investigator? The smug grins and conspiratorial winks they gave each other as they looked me over? The sentiments sometimes blatantly expressed that this was no vocation for a woman?

      I felt my grip on the walking stick and reality slip, so enchanting was her speech and the prospects of a new future that she spun out for me. Her sultry eyes beckoned me with promises of glory and companionship the likes of which I’d never experienced nor would I ever, even if I searched the world for it.

      For one bright moment, I believed her. I embraced the vision of my lofty place as a woman in her world where men cowed before us, and all our dreams came true. I made my decision. Enough with a world in which I didn’t belong. I was home, here where women like Koki and Mami Wata bowed before no man and needn’t justify themselves to anyone.

      “Yes,” I whispered. “I will come.”

      I was preparing to open the wardrobe and relinquish my weapon when one hand brushed against a wetness on my skirt. I glanced down. In the dim light, I saw a dark patch damp with a heavy, sticky liquid.

      Blood. It wasn’t mine.

      The memory of what had occurred on the floor below me rushed into my head. Her spell broke. How could I ever worship a creature that had such disregard for life? In exchange for her emancipating vision, I would be committing myself to serve a path of violence.

      Before I could change my mind or submit again to her velvety spell, I gripped my stick, blade pointed up. With a yell to stir my blood and nerves into action, I burst out of the wardrobe.
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      Faster than I’ve ever seen anything transform before or since, Koki shifted from her lovely womanly form to that of The Mantis. Her wickedly sharp mandibles clicked as she lunged to meet me and cut me in half.

      My momentum was too great for me to alter my direction. All I could do was slide under her belly and swing my stick. I hoped the bladed end would connect to some part of her and inflict enough damage that I could once again run away.

      Fortune finally graced me with her presence. I couldn’t claim much talent at that stage in my career. The blade thumped against a back leg and slipped into a chink in her armor, slicing through the soft flesh underneath. The leg clattered by my side.

      Koki shrieked. She spun, collapsing and off-balanced but determined to annihilate me. Her triangular head transformed into a human head. Her dagger-like teeth gnashed. She screamed, “Girl child, I shall devour you while you beg for death!”

      I fancied neither begging nor being ingested by a giant arthropod. My legs had inconveniently lost the ability to remain upright, so I crawled away. A large claw smacked the ground, nearly impaling my hand. Another leg whipped overhead, smashing against the doorway just as I dragged my weary self into the hallway.

      Once there, I pushed myself up against the wall and tottered toward the stairs. I glanced back just as two long legs and a human head pushed out of the room behind me. I nearly collapsed at the sight until I realized her shoulders were too wide.

      Perhaps the loss of her leg had addled her mind. She didn’t transform back into a woman’s form in order to exit the room. Instead, she pierced me with her stare, her features alarmingly calm.

      “Listen well, little girl. There is no place too far or too remote for you to hide. I swear upon the head of Anansi that I will find you. I will tear you limb by limb while you beg me to end your miserable existence. And eventually, I will end it.”

      Then she smiled. Somehow that radiant expression petrified me to my very core more than her threats could. I teetered down the stairs, her words ringing after me.

      I finally exited the constabulary’s grounds. My legs gained strength from the clean, salty breeze. I began to run and didn’t stop until I reached Mrs. Pritchard’s home.

      My mind was nearly incoherent with terror and images that clung to me like a wet dress. I had barely enough presence of mind to change into clean clothes. Abandoning my bloodied outfit, I hastily packed while shouting at my astonished hostess to ready a carriage.

      “But my dear,” Mrs. Pritchard said. “This is a most ill-advised plan. I doubt there are any ships setting sail for England tonight or even tomorrow morning.”

      “It doesn’t matter.” I sat upon my valise in order to close it. “There is bound to be a ship leaving for somewhere. Anywhere will do.”

      “Goodness, I’m all astonishment. I must protest and implore you to reconsider.” The good lady stood in the doorway and watched my frantic efforts. “Should I send for an apothecary? Or perhaps your nerves will be fortified by a small nip of sherry with an egg mixed in?”

      I declined the doctor and gratefully accepted the offer of the sherry minus the egg. I however required more than a thimbleful to soothe my frayed nerves. Mrs. Pritchard’s alarm increased as I consumed not one but several nips. I was finally able to present a coherent thought.

      “I thank you, madam,” I said, my chest still heaving from my mad dash through Lagos and the flurry of emotions. “And for your hospitality. Is the carriage prepared?”

      Frowning, she nodded. I could only be grateful that her husband was away. If she had someone to assist her, she would’ve forcibly insisted I remain until a doctor came. And what plausible story could I present? I would be locked away forever.

      I told Mrs. Pritchard to remain in her room with doors and windows firmly barred against the night. After a hasty farewell, I set out for the port. The horse couldn’t trot fast enough. I kept glancing behind. Any moment, a nightmare would stalk out from a shadowy alley, decapitate the driver and drag me screeching into the night.

      “I shall not scream,” I said without my usual confidence.

      The port was busy despite the lateness of the hour. I marveled how normal life could continue so close to an atrocity.

      Ignoring the whistles from inebriated sailors, I marched into the port master’s office where a sleepy African grew increasingly alarmed.

      “I insist you direct me to whatever ship is departing in the morning,” I said.

      “But madam,” he said, his eyes peering up at me, “the captain, he is a-sleeping.”

      “Then wake the captain immediately,” I said. “Or I shall tear you limb by limb…”

      The man stumbled to his feet and stared at me, the whites of his eyes more pronounced.

      “I mean, I shall do it myself.”

      The poor man struggled with the choices I gave him: face the captain’s anger, or my immediate and threatening presence.

      I must have looked a frightful sight.

      He set out to find a sailor intoxicated enough to enter the captain’s quarters. Sometime later, a stout and muscular fellow of Mediterranean origin appeared on the deck of a nearby ship bearing the Spanish flag.

      “Madam,” he roared as he stomped down the plank that connected the deck to the dock. “This had best be an emergency of epic proportions. There had best be a fire in our warehouse, a gaping hole in our hull, a tsunami in the bay, a⁠—”

      “All of that and more,” I said. “When does your ship depart?”

      Flustered at the interruption to his grand speech, the man gaped at me. “Don’t you wish to know our destination?”

      “As long as it is away from these shores, I shall be satisfied.” I shivered as a breeze brushed my damp brow.

      The captain narrowed his eyes. “Are you a fugitive of the law? I won’t tolerate criminality aboard my ship, or near my ship or⁠—”

      “Nothing of the sort,” I said. “There’s been an emergency, and I must depart for England at once.”

      The man rubbed at the stubble peppering his chin. “We depart on the morning’s tide. But we’re heading to Spain, to the port of⁠—”

      “Close enough.” I involuntarily glanced behind me in the direction of the constabulary. It wasn’t visible from the port. “Please show me to my quarters.”

      I veered around the astounded captain and strode up the plank.

      “But madam! I have no quarters suitable for travelers, particularly those of the female persuasion.”

      “Don’t mind my persuasion,” I said. “Furnish me with a room that has a horizontal surface upon which I can sleep and a door that I can lock. You will be reimbursed handsomely enough.”

      The man muttered in another language, probably a disparaging comment about Englishwomen. The translation was irrelevant, as long as a room with a door could be procured. The view was secondary.

      Small yet satisfactory quarters were provided, and better yet with a solid and lockable door. I was unable to close my eyes, never mind sleep. Every creek of the wooden deck set me on edge. Every slosh of waves against the hull caused me to cringe.

      Only when the ship had left Lagos far behind did I at last slip into a restless slumber. Yet even in those moments of sleep, I knew that the memories of Lagos would follow me home.
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      It was a long trip home, but I didn’t notice the passage of time. The crew left me alone. That suited me very well. I was too deeply enmeshed in the nightmares that chased me even during my waking moments.

      Once home, I submitted my report even though I was certain Prof Runal had received news already. The old dog had a way of sniffing out information, particularly the sort that involved dismembered bodies and supernatural beings. He for his part made little comment, apart from asking after my health and suggesting I take a leave of absence.

      I confined myself to the house and ignored Mrs. Steward’s assertions that all I needed was some fresh air.

      “After all, Bee,” she said with a sniff and a wave of a lavender-scented handkerchief, “the best means by which to recover from as lengthy a convalescence as yours is to take a stroll about the park.”

      “Or better yet, attend a party,” Lilly said with a giggle. “And dance with a handsome officer.”

      Mrs. Steward beamed approvingly at her daughter, then frowned. “Lilly, dear. You know that will provide little consolation to Bee. It’s unlikely anyone would dance with her. The best she can hope for is for our companionship during these trying days as she recovers from her debilitating illness.”

      “Perhaps a stroll would be a fine idea,” I said.

      With Mrs. Steward’s encouragement, I went out. I looked for Koki everywhere I went. She must be lurking outside, preparing to make good on her promise.

      But she wasn’t. Days morphed into weeks which melted into months which flowed into seasons. Still The Mantis hadn’t appeared. I began to trust that perhaps, just perhaps, I might return to my life without fear of a giant insect.

      Thus my life continued. The hours were hobbled together by family excursions, Society missions and an underlying trepidation. And it may have continued in this way if not for an invitation by Lady Williams.

      “Lady Williams invited us to her salon,” Mrs. Steward gushed one fine morning. “Imagine that, Lilly! And even you, Bee! You’ve also been summoned. What marvelous grace the Lady demonstrates toward us.”

      “I distinctly remember you referring to Lady Williams as a nosy, annoying, social parasite,” I said.

      Mrs. Steward clucked. “Nonsense! Lady Williams is nothing but magnanimous. There is sure to be a delightful array of young men at her soiree that we can keep in mind for future consideration.” She smiled at Lilly who was beside herself with the possibilities.

      “And what does it matter to us?” I asked with an innocent gaze, but my aunt knew me too well.

      “Beatrice, you do take such delight in vexing me. Come or don’t. It’s all the same to me.”

      Reluctant as I was to attend anything apart from Koki’s funeral, I couldn’t deny my young cousin’s plea that I join them.

      We set out for the Williams’ winter home a few days later. I trailed behind my aunt and cousin as we ascended the stairs to the grand entrance. Even with the bustle of well-groomed humanity all around me, I continued to glance around and search for a triangular head among the crowd.

      “Beatrice, do stop your dawdling,” Mrs. Steward chastised me.

      I continued to linger at the entrance to distance myself from Mrs. Steward’s incessant chattering and to scan the room. Not surprisingly, there were no dark faces among the swirling and gaily dressed guests. I breathed deeply. My nose tingled at the mix of perfumes, food and sweat.

      “Lady Williams,” Mrs. Steward shrilled in exaggerated delight.

      I remained in the background, loathe to involve myself in the inane conversation I was sure would follow. Lady Williams immediately introduced a uniformed man to the Steward women—a Lieutenant Colonel of the Cavalry—while launching into gossip regarding one of her own guests. I could see Mrs. Steward eyeing the uniform. I closed my eyes, although I couldn’t block my ears quite as effectively.

      “Poor Mrs. Cricket,” the Lady enthused and clucked her tongue with false sympathy. “The woman has a degenerative muscular disease. Nothing contagious, mind you. But nothing she can recover from. Indeed, I heard that she married the doctor for that reason. She was hoping he’d find a cure. Alas, there is none.”

      Lilly tugged at my sleeve, forcing me to join them.

      My aunt glanced at me and frowned. “What took you so long?”

      The Lieutenant Colonel glanced disinterestedly at me before starting slightly. His alarmed gaze rose up to my eyes, his own widening. I repressed a sigh. I was familiar with that reaction. My hazel eyes were light enough to appear nearly golden.

      The young man’s alarm faded into a radiant and delighted smile. He had a pleasing face, posture and overall composure. I was certain other women thought the same. I sensed their unhappy gazes as the Lieutenant stepped forward and bowed deeply.

      “May I be so bold as to request a name?” he asked in a refined and melodious voice.

      My heart fluttered in a distracting manner. I curtsied. “Beatrice Anderson, at your service.”

      “Indeed,” he murmured and provided his own name.

      Our eyes met and held each other’s gaze. In that moment, the fear that had coiled around my inmost being evaporated as did the related tremors.

      My mind, freed at least temporarily of all memories, opened up to a new possibility for the future. It was one that included a very distinguished and fortunately very available Lieutenant Colonel Gideon Knight.
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        * * *

      

      After meeting and temporarily defeating her arch-nemesis, Beatrice Knight wants nothing more to do with African paranormals. Too bad her boss has other plans. Join Miss Knight as she embarks on a series of misadventures in the colonial town of Nairobi, Kenya. She’ll need more than tea and good manners if she’s to unravel the mysteries awaiting her in the Society for Paranormals cozy mystery series. Read on for an excerpt and important links.
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      I had already made up my mind to quit my position as a paranormal investigator when the summons arrived.

      It was unfortunately during breakfast. I consider it the height of bad manners to give bad news at mealtime. I suspect my employer — that wily werewolf Professor Runal — knew perfectly well my feelings on the matter and sent the unwanted invitation as a provocation. Or perhaps he truly was oblivious to the requirements of relatively normal humans to eat at regular intervals.

      Not that I would accuse myself of being normal. The only means by which I could approach normalcy was by ingesting medication with each meal. At the thought, I reached into my skirt pocket and stroked the small, metal pillbox. The contents of that box had allowed me to survive the past month with my sanity more or less intact, with an emphasis on ‘less’ rather than ‘more.’ But I was still here in one piece, at least physically, and able to sit with other people and converse⁠—

      “Beatrice, do stop dawdling and join us before the tea gets cold,” Mrs. Steward snapped and waved me over.

      “Yes, Miss Knight, join us,” Lilly said, mimicking her mother’s tone but adding her own particular brand of annoyance to it. My seventeen-year-old cousin was the only one to refer to me as Miss Knight, and she did so in a mocking tone.

      Mrs. Steward clucked her tongue. “Really, Lilly. Miss Knight refers to a young, unmarried and highly eligible woman, of which your unfortunate cousin is neither. She’s well past her prime.”

      I frowned, for I was hardly ancient. At twenty-four years of age, I should really be considered only slightly past the optimum marriageable age.

      “But she is single,” Lilly insisted.

      “Single by virtue of being a widow is not the same as single by virtue of being virtuous and therefore of marriageable status,” Mrs. Steward explained without any regard to my feelings on the matter.

      I said nothing. I had long since learned that silence was usually the most suitable response to my aunt and her wayward daughter, particularly when it came to the topics of marriage and fashion. Mrs. Steward held an unhealthy obsession regarding her daughter’s marital prospects, and Lilly possessed an equally unhealthy and outrageous fixation on fashion and fashionable young men.

      Mr. Steward wisely said nothing at all but continued to leaf through the newspaper, doing his best to ignore both his wife and his female offspring.

      I took my seat at the table, reminding myself that this was now my lot in life. Queen Victoria might rule the British Empire, but the state of women hadn’t radically changed as a result.

      Facts were facts. I was a widow in the year of our Lord 1898. Worse than that, I was not a wealthy widow. My employment with the Society for Paranormals provided me with a modest income, but it wasn’t enough to live comfortably on my own unless I wished to live among the slum dwellers. Poverty not being particularly attractive to me, I had decided a few weeks ago to return to my aunt and uncle’s home.

      “Have you seen the fashion for this year’s coming out season, Lilly?” Mrs. Steward asked and began pouring tea.

      The change of topic suited the two women’s dispositions perfectly. Lilly flicked a hand against her perfectly curled hair and giggled. “They’re absolutely darling, Mama. I hope they are as exquisite when it’s my turn next year.”

      Mr. Steward harrumphed. “Expensive is more like it,” he muttered, then lifted up the newspaper to hide his face from the stern look his wife gave him.

      “And what is expense when it comes to our daughter’s happiness and future marriage prospects, Mr. Steward?” Mrs. Steward demanded, her voice rising into a perfectly tuned shrill that was almost sharp enough to puncture the newspaper.

      “Quite right, dear,” Mr. Steward hastily amended his position. “I stand corrected. The degree of fashion and the price associated with Lilly’s dress will surely be in direct proportion to her opportunities for a successful marriage.”

      Mrs. Steward narrowed her eyes as if suspecting her husband of sarcasm or — worse still — playing with her nerves. I was pleasantly surprised she hadn’t yet mentioned the delicate state of those nerves, since they seemed to feature in almost every conversation. I sipped my tea and imagined I wasn’t back in my relatives’ home as a dependent.

      Oh, Gideon, I silently bemoaned my fate. How your death has greatly inconvenienced me.

      “No cost is too great for the long-term benefit of our only daughter,” Mrs. Steward asserted, her double chin shaking with emotion.

      Only I saw Mr. Steward’s hands tremble ever so slightly. The newspaper’s sheets rattled against each other. It was only for a brief moment before he firmed up his grip and continued as if nothing had happened.

      “There are perhaps a few unnecessary expenses we should like to avoid,” he said.

      Mrs. Steward clapped her cup against the saucer with enough force to chip its base. “Truly, Mr. Steward. I am all astonishment. I’ve never heard of such nonsense. Are we now to avoid unnecessary expenses as if we were peasants? You do play with my nerves, sir, and they were already in a pitiable state.”

      I hid my smile behind my cup, for there it was: the almost obligatory reference to Mrs. Steward’s fragile nerves. Sadly, they weren’t so delicate that they prevented her from speaking.

      Ignoring her father’s monetary concerns, Lilly launched into a monologue regarding fashion trends and her much-awaited coming out presentation. Mrs. Steward encouraged her, occasionally inserting a comment regarding the suitability of marriage prospects and how the perfect dress would attract the right sort of attention. Between the two of them and their obsessions, it was a marvel I could stomach breakfast.

      “May I have some pocket money, Papa?” Lilly asked.

      She fluttered her large, blue eyes at her father. He continued to hide behind his newspaper and did his best to discourage her attempts to wheedle out more funds from his purse.

      “Papa! Can I?”

      “Perhaps we could practice some restraint this season,” Mr. Steward said.

      “And why should we do that?” Mrs. Steward asked when Lilly’s face crumpled into a pout. “The party season is upon us, Mr. Steward. Lilly can’t be seen in the same dress she wore last season. Would you wish to disgrace us, sir? Make us the laughingstock of our friends and acquaintances? I should think not.”

      “Indeed, perish the thought,” Mr. Steward mumbled and withdrew funds from his pocket.

      “What are you wearing, Miss Knight?” Lilly asked and wrinkled her button nose in my direction.

      I glanced into the contents of my tea cup and wondered what depth was required in order to drown myself. Fortunately, I was saved from having to respond when Mrs. Steward clucked her tongue.

      “Do stop mocking your cousin, Lilly. You tire my nerves. What Beatrice wears is quite beside the point. As an impoverished widow …” She paused to frown in my direction, as if both my status as a widow and my lack of independent wealth were somehow my fault. “It hardly matters what she wears as long as it doesn’t discredit our family. The benefit of having Beatrice back home is she can now accompany you on outings as your chaperone.”

      Her tone made it clear that it might be the only benefit of my return to the home in which I was raised since my parents’ untimely demise.

      “How true, Aunt Steward,” I said and drowned the bitter taste in my mouth with a swallow of tea. “We wouldn’t want Lilly wandering the wilds of the party season unaccompanied. What would the neighbors think?”

      Mr. Steward covered his chuckle with a loud cough.

      “What are you reading?” Mrs. Steward asked, even though it was more than obvious that Mr. Steward was indulging in his morning newspaper.

      Without looking over the sheets, he said, “The morning mail, my dear.”

      “And what is happening in the news today? One must keep abreast of global events, Lilly, dear. But not too much, because men don’t want a wife who knows more than they do.”

      “In which case, you need not worry for Lilly’s sake,” I whispered.

      “Well, the Spanish-American war has officially been declared,” Mr. Steward said and flipped a page. “China and India are experiencing the worst case of bubonic plague in recent history. Millions may die as a result. And the Anglo-Egyptian battle with the Sudanese Mahdi rages on with no end in sight.”

      Mrs. Steward gasped and pulled out her lavender-scented handkerchief. She patted her plump, heavily powdered cheeks. “What an uproar!”

      “And let’s not forget the museum thieves, my dear,” Mr. Steward said with unseemly enthusiasm. “They’ve successfully stolen antiquities of immense value from our own museums. Scandalous, really.”

      “It’s beyond scandalous,” the good lady of the house wailed. “Plague and wars on all fronts. And now the loss of precious British artifacts. It’s an affront on our history and culture. It’s too much to bear.”

      I cleared my throat. “Actually, most of the objects stolen by the museum thieves didn’t really belong to us. I believe they came from Egypt and India.”

      “Both of whom are under the gracious umbrella of the British Empire,” Mrs. Steward snapped. “Really, Beatrice. One would almost be forgiven for believing you sympathized with both the thieves and the inhabitants of those savage lands. The British monarchy is a civilizing force and looks after the historical contents of the world. And now, some common thief robs us of everything.”

      I didn’t bother to mention that it was a very uncommon thief who could break into a museum’s secured vault and steal numerous items without leaving a trace or a clue. Mrs. Steward and her nerves were already flustered by all of this news.

      She usually focused her entire attention on the section dedicated to all matters related with the upper-class socialites, particularly who was marrying whom. Discussing headline news of a national or global persuasion tested her too much, a fact her husband knew all too well.

      “What is the world coming to? I can barely tolerate it. My poor, fragile nerves.” She straightened and snapped her handkerchief over the table. “Mr. Steward, I don’t know why you bother to read the paper if this is going to be the result.”

      “Of course, my dear. Being informed is entirely overrated.”

      “Exactly my point. Is there any news of a more local nature?”

      “Mr. Henry Lindfield of Brighton crashed his automobile, rolled it into a ditch and died, thus officially becoming the first ever fatality of an automobile accident.”

      “Gracious, Mr. Steward,” his unhappy wife huffed. “If you have nothing pleasant to share, then please say nothing at all. Such news is hardly suitable for the dining table. Let’s instead focus on the weather, shall we? The weather always makes for a good mealtime conversation, Lilly.”

      “Very wise, my dear wife. Let’s see about the weather. Ah. Here we go. An unseasonably strong storm is due by end of week and is expected to cause all manner of chaos and⁠—”

      “Mr. Steward!”

      We were saved from any additional conversation about global news and the weather by a gong.

      “Oh, my, how thrilling,” Mrs. Steward said, her frown immediately evaporating as she straightened up and presented the smile she reserved for public engagement. “Perhaps the invitations have already begun.”

      Lilly smiled and clapped her hands. I poured more tea and drowned my sorrow at the prospect of being my cousin’s chaperone.

      The butler marched into the breakfast room, halted in front of Mr. Steward, snapped his heels together and held out a tray. “A messenger has left an invitation,” he announced.

      Mrs. Steward clapped a hand against the table, rattling the nearby cutlery. “Well, let’s have it over here, Charles.”

      Charles remained standing there, so stiff a casual observer would be forgiven for mistaking him for a statue. “It is addressed to Mrs. Beatrice Knight.”

      We all looked at him, and I can’t say who was more surprised. Mr. Steward lowered his newspaper to gawk at Charles.

      “That can’t be right,” Lilly said.

      Mrs. Steward patted her daughter’s back as if assisting her to breathe. “Now, now, dear. I’m sure it’s just a mistake.”

      “No, m’lady,” Charles intoned, still staring straight ahead as if staring down a firing squad. “It’s clearly addressed to Mrs. Knight.”

      “That’s not fair, Mama. Where are my invitations?” Lilly asked. She pushed away from the table and dashed out of the room.

      “Now see what you’ve done,” Mrs. Steward said to no one in particular. She tossed down her napkin and hurried after Lilly.

      Mr. Steward snapped his newspaper in front of his face, his only defense against the family. “Well, Beatrice. Perhaps you should attend to this invitation.”

      Charles took that as permission to approach me and lowered the tray to my side.

      I had to bite back a groan. I recognized the lazy penmanship which had scrawled my name so loosely across the surface of the envelope. Even before I opened it and read the invitation which was really a disguised summons, I knew I was in trouble.

      It seemed I had an appointment with Prof. Runal at the headquarters of the Society for Paranormals. And being summoned by the Society’s director was never a good turn of events.
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      I was grateful for an excuse to escape the confines of the Steward household but soon found myself missing the warmth of the fireplace. I would be remiss to neglect any mention of the weather: cold, the air saturated with rain and a whiff of ozone. The wind conspired with the raindrops to blow dampness against my face and hands despite my umbrella.

      Still, I didn’t have to endure Lilly’s constant rant about fashion or Mrs. Steward’s insistence that Lilly could easily find a high-ranking officer at an upcoming party. But there was another issue that plagued me as I hurried along the wet streets.

      Koki.

      The whisper of that name caused me to shudder, and I wished I could blame the cold. I glanced over my shoulder compulsively, searching the shadows tucked inside of alleys and narrow streets. There was no sign of the shapeshifting, West African she-demon who haunted my dreams.

      The last words she shouted at me — a curse and a promise — still echoed in my mind. Awake or asleep, I could picture her terrible form as she shrieked, “I swear I will find you. I will tear you limb by limb …”

      I quickened my pace and arrived at the Society’s building promptly at ten. The professor must have been staring out the window, for he hollered from his first-floor office above the entrance, “Come in, Beatrice, my dear. Do come in. At once!”

      I lifted my chin, straightened my back and gave myself a quiet word of encouragement. This was it. This was the morning I presented my resignation. My firm and unequivocal resignation.

      “And whatever he might try,” I whispered as I stepped out of the rain, “however he might attempt to convince you against it, just give him the letter and be done with it.”

      I climbed the stairs to the first floor and silently rehearsed my speech while reminding myself of all the reasons this was a good decision. No, not just a good decision. A great decision. I would rather be an impoverished dependent relying on the charity of my relatives than risk another deadly encounter like the ones I’d experienced lately. In particular, the one that resulted in the death of my husband Gideon Knight.

      I swallowed a sob before it rendered me incoherent and was grateful I’d taken my morning medication. Those pills were the only reason I could sleep more than a few hours without nightmares. They gave me normalcy. They prevented me from seeing ghosts or people’s energy fields. They allowed me to pretend that I could possess — if not enjoy — a life approaching that of a normal human woman.

      Today was the day I took one more step along that comfortably mundane path. “It’s a great decision,” I repeated, the words becoming a mantra.

      I paused in front of a door and stared at the plaque. “Prof. Runal, Director.” There was no indication of what he directed. Either a visitor knew and didn’t need a reminder, or didn’t know and had no business there to begin with.

      I gripped the handle and was about to open the door when it was yanked open from the inside. I stumbled forward and bumped against the large girth of Prof. Runal.

      Everything about the professor was big: his voice, his height, his build, the beard that covered his large jowls. Even his nose was big and quite out of proportion even for his sizable face.

      “All the better to smell you with, my dear,” he often joked about his substantial nose. It wasn’t really a joke, coming from one of his kind.

      Speaking of smells, I avoided breathing too deeply. Although his body odor was no fault of his own, the wet, doggy stench of a werewolf was one of my least favorite smells.

      “There, there, Beatrice, dear,” he bellowed, even though we were now standing chest to nose. “No point in falling on your face, now is there? No, indeed. We don’t want you falling on anything. Well, come on in. What a day. What weather! It’s a marvel humans have survived so long as a species.”

      With that, he ushered me in and slammed the door against the draft whistling up the staircase.

      He led me through a small waiting room and into his office. The building had an empty feel to it, as one would expect on a Sunday morning. The other Society agents were either on a well-deserved weekend or undercover somewhere.

      I had managed to avoid all assignments, using my recently acquired widowhood as an excuse. But now it had been a month, and I knew Prof. Runal well enough to believe he was going to assign me a new mission. Hence, the letter of resignation weighing heavy in my pocket next to the pillbox.

      “A cup of tea, shall we, Beatrice? I do believe it would go down perfectly. Warm those bones, what say you?”

      He didn’t wait for me to say anything at all but immediately poured hot tea into an oversized cup, one that matched his stature and personality perfectly. He placed it in front of me as I sat across from him, the desk between us.

      He pulled out a pendulum as was his habit whenever we met. He placed it on the desk and tapped one of the spheres with a large, stubby finger. The five bronze spheres began clicking against each other in a back-and-forth motion. Clink … clink … clink …

      He claimed the device emitted a frequency which distorted the sound of our voices for anyone lurking outside. It was a useful contraption for someone who was concerned about spies and eavesdroppers.

      “Well, well, Beatrice. Well, indeed,” he said and sat.

      I marveled how his chair could support his weight. As it was, the spindly legs seemed to shudder, as if struggling to hold him up while resisting the force of gravity. But hold they did, and he picked up his oversized cup in sausage-sized fingers and gazed kindly through the steam.

      “And how have you been, Beatrice? Tell me. Tell me everything.”

      I gave myself a few extra moments to consider my response and sipped at the tea. And since no inspiration was forthcoming, I continued to sip until I’d drained the cup past the halfway mark. Then I clutched it in my hands, allowing the heated porcelain to warm my thin, freezing hands. It’s a great decision, I reminded myself.

      Clink … clink … clink …

      “To be honest, professor⁠—”

      “Yes, absolutely. Let’s be honest, please! I always prefer honesty above all things, Beatrice. Truthfulness first and foremost, I say. So please go ahead and tell me everything.” His eyes sparkled under a pair of eyebrows as thick as hairy caterpillars and just as animated.

      “I was considering …” I swallowed hard. Why was this so difficult?

      “Yes?”

      I cleared my throat and set my cup down on the desk. Before I lost my nerve completely, I reached into my pocket, withdrew the folded letter and slid it across the wooden surface toward him. “I believe you’ll find all the details in here. But in short, I’m submitting my resignation from the Society.”

      The professor sagged against the backrest, the chair once again creaking and groaning in protest. I couldn’t look at his astonished expression, so I glanced at the wall to one side where my eyes fell upon a piece of parchment encased in a metal frame. How well I remembered it and the words written in beautiful calligraphy.

      The first time I’d ever entered this office was as a child. Prof. Runal was posing as a child therapist, for my parents were convinced there was something wrong with me and that I needed to be institutionalized at once. The dismal options were either a nunnery or an insane asylum. The professor protected me from both options.

      The framed calligraphy had been on the wall back then just as it was now. I silently read it in order to calm my nerves.

      Mandates of the Society for Paranormals & Curious Animals to which all its members pledge:

      Investigate, document and — when appropriate — enroll into the Society new individuals and species;

      Maintain the secrecy of the Paranormal Realm in general, and the Society and its activities specifically;

      Ensure all members commit themselves to this mandate and to the directives of the Society’s Council.

      A deep cough startled me out of my reverie, and I swiveled in my chair to face the professor. As difficult as it was, I forced myself to meet his worried gaze and tried not to inhale too deeply.

      Clink … clink … clink … The pendulum’s five spheres marked out the passing seconds.

      “Well, this is a surprise, Beatrice. A shock, if I’m to be honest, which I am, as we’ve already discussed. Astonishing, really,” he said. “In fact, I shall put it down as a residue of your grief and the trauma you’ve recently experienced. We shall speak no more of it. Not one word.”

      “But sir⁠—”

      “Not a word.” He held up a hand as if it could stop the words from pouring out of me. “It’s all quite understood and forgiven. Now, on to the matter at hand.”

      “But my resignation⁠—”

      “Ah, yes. That unfortunate incident. But remember. We shall speak no more of it. Because of course how could you resign? You are by far my star investigator, the best at finding those supernatural elements who refuse to comply with our lofty mandates. And we know we cannot have that. For what shall happen to the wider society? Chaos. Confusion. And quite possibly a disruption in the supply of tea.”

      We both shuddered at the horror of such an outcome.

      “So you see, Beatrice, my dear. You now understand we must go forward. Resignation is simply not an option we can consider. And this is the perfect opportunity to introduce the matter in which your assistance is greatly needed. We have a mission for you.”
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      We have a mission for you.

      I tried not to shudder at his words. Instead, I forced myself to meet his warm gaze, a gaze that was more fatherly than that of my own father. It was certainly more accepting, more loving, more embracing than the Stewards had ever been, despite them being my blood relatives.

      As I sat before this werewolf who had quite literally saved me from a life in one institution or another, who had trained me and given me opportunities no woman in Victorian England could ever imagine, I wondered if he was right. Could I really resign, after all he had provided me?

      I nodded, not sure what the answer was. “Of course, sir. Please proceed.”

      “Excellent! Marvelous. Now, I know how you feel about travel these days, and I do understand. After that mix-up in Lagos …” He shook his large head and sighed.

      Mix-up? It was more like a massacre. Despite the understatement, my stomach squirmed. His attempt at sympathy meant I was in trouble. My lungs ceased functioning for a moment, leaving me lightheaded and wishing I’d delivered my resignation through the mail.

      “I’m delighted to hear that, sir,” I finally managed to say in between the clink … clink … clink … of the pendulum’s five bronze spheres.

      “That’s why you’ll be going to Egypt instead.”

      “Egypt!”

      “Yes, as fine a location as any.”

      “Sir. With all due respect, I’d rather not be traveling anywhere farther than East London.”

      “Nonsense! Ridiculous! Poppycock!” Prof. Runal often spoke in exclamation marks. “Where’s your spirit of adventure?”

      “I believe I left it in West Africa.”

      “But you won’t be anywhere near West Africa, Beatrice. You’ll be in Egypt, which is practically in the Middle East. And as everyone knows, the Middle East is Europe’s backyard, so to speak.”

      I stood up, went to a side table and picked up the globe sitting there. The globe was bigger than my head and a lot older, its leather surface covered in minute, hand-painted details. My fingers brushed over borders and oceans until they found the continent of Africa. “Egypt is here, sir. It’s almost next to Nigeria.”

      “Hardly. There are a few bits of real estate in between.”

      “Not nearly enough.”

      “It’ll be fine. Perfectly acceptable. A breeze, particularly when compared to your last mission in that vicinity.”

      I traced the outline of Africa. It looked like an apostrophe connecting it with is a bad idea.

      “And there’s no time to lose, Beatrice. None at all.”

      I returned to my chair and tried not to squirm. This whole scenario reminded me of that fateful trip to Lagos. It had been more than a year ago, shortly before I met and married Gideon Knight. But the memories of those few fateful days had been forcefully imprinted in my mind as if with a red-hot brand. They still sizzled painfully, just as the memory of Gideon’s last hour on this earthly plane pulsed with unhealthy intensity.

      “I can’t just leave,” I spluttered as I scrambled for a valid reason to support my statement. “What would my aunt say? More importantly, what would the neighbors say? A young widow gallivanting around the world. It’s scandalous.”

      The old werewolf shrugged. “Does it matter?”

      “Of course it does. It matters to me, and certainly to my poor aunt, whose nerves are frayed at the best of times.”

      “If you say so.” Prof. Runal tapped the side of his gargantuan nose. “There’s nothing for it, then. We’ll have to devise a story, an excuse so grand and elaborate they’ll have to believe it and therefore grant you permission to go.”

      “I don’t want to go.”

      “Rubbish! Of course you do. It’s a fantastical adventure, it is! Now all that’s left is to create a socially acceptable story. With what do young women occupy themselves these days?”

      “Fashion and finding a husband.”

      “Splendid! Superb! Quite brilliant, really. I’m sure we can arrange a husband or lover or something to that effect. Yes, we jolly well can.”

      “We jolly well cannot!” I said.

      His large eyes blinked several times, and he leaned away from me. “I see.”

      Clink … clink…

      “Surely ladies travel these days,” Prof. Runal said, his tone cautious.

      “To visit nearby family, perhaps.”

      He smiled, his large teeth gleaming. “Then we shall say you’re visiting family. There’s nothing easier than family.”

      “I have no family apart from the Stewards, and they are anything but easy.”

      “There’s no need to involve them, Beatrice. I’m certain we can rummage around and find some distant relatives or some such thing.”

      “None I’d want to visit.”

      “This is unnecessarily difficult.” He rubbed his forehead as if trying to erase the deep frown. “What if we sent you with a chaperone on an educational voyage? Young ladies on occasion do seek to improve their minds, do they not?”

      “Who would be my chaperone?”

      “Why, me, of course! It’s marvelous, magnificent⁠—”

      “It’s unacceptable, sir.”

      “Quite right, my dear. I’m far too busy for traipsing about the world, pretending to be your chaperone. But sacrifices must be made, my dear. Sacrifices! So it is decided. I shall pose as your chaperone. An uncle, perhaps. Yes, I think that might work. And you should probably be an unwed niece.”

      “And when are you suggesting we leave?”

      “Immediately. Right now. As soon as humanly and inhumanly possible.”

      “Which would be …” I left the sentence hanging.

      “There is a steamship leaving this very evening. Tonight. We shall dine with the captain, in fact.”

      “Tonight? You want us to go tonight?”

      “I want us to go immediately. This morning, if possible. But alas, ships to Cairo are not so frequent. So we shall go this evening.”

      “But surely this mission can wait a day or a week?” I’d intended to sound confident and commanding, but my voice warbled at the end.

      “Absolutely not, Beatrice. Not at all. Out of the question.” He leaned closer to me and glanced at the pendulum ticking back and forth. The metal balls continued to click pleasantly against each other, the soft clink filling in the spaces between our words. “You see, I’ve been followed lately.”

      I thought of Koki, of her promise and threat. I lowered my hands onto my lap before the professor could see how they shook. “By whom?”

      “By agents opposed to the pursuits of the Society! Nefarious beings who are against the Empire and our queen, who would undermine and even destroy our efforts to protect those paranormals who agree to abide by the Society’s mandates. They are after me. Or more specifically, after this artifact.”

      The scraping of a drawer opening filled the silence between us. He reached in and brought out a small bag. It looked like a velvet sachet used by some women to hold their jewelry.

      Prof. Runal opened the drawstring, his fingers dexterous despite their size, and removed a paperweight in the shape of a prism. From what I’d seen of photos and paintings, it was a perfect replica of one of the Egyptian pyramids. Its base was not much bigger than the palm of my hand.

      “All this fuss for that?” I asked.

      “Indeed, it might not seem particularly impressive, Beatrice, nothing to look at,” Prof. Runal said and tapped the tip of the pyramid. “But looks can be deceiving, as well we know. Don’t we, Beatrice? Misleading, indeed. For this little replica is the key to ending the war which the British Empire and its allies are waging against the Sudanese rebels.”

      I couldn’t stop the frown that wrinkled my forehead. Mrs. Steward was fond of reminding us that no man wanted a wrinkled woman, particularly when those wrinkles were created by frowning. “Keep your expression smooth and unsullied by emotion, girls,” she’d lecture us.

      Then again, I was now well past my prime in terms of getting married. So I chose to ignore her sage advice regarding the preservation of smooth skin and frowned at the small pyramid. “I can’t see how that provides the key to anything but a child’s amusement.”

      “Indeed. Some mysteries are hard to fathom. But I have it on good authority that this is a critical component to providing the Egyptians the motivation and inspiration they need to help us end this war. And so we must travel to Cairo and return it to its rightful owner.”

      “Surely this can be delivered through the mail or by a courier?”

      “Surely not. Have you not been listening at all, Beatrice? Please do pay attention. I’ve been followed, my dear. Shadowed and stalked! Do you think those agents of chaos wouldn’t follow the mail or a courier and intercept it on the way? No, Beatrice. The only solution, the only means by which we can ensure this object is placed in the correct hands, is if we ourselves take it directly. Between the two of us, we shall be a formidable force against any who dare try to steal it.”

      “I see,” I said, even though I wasn’t entirely convinced. “But there are other Society investigators who would be a better fit for this task.”

      “Their fitness is debatable. Besides, what better deception than for a young woman innocent of the appearance of strength and cunning to carry it? In fact, I suggest we introduce you as Miss Knight, to encourage this false perception.”

      “Sir, that’s hardly appropriate⁠—”

      “No one need be the wiser, my dear.”

      My hand strayed into my jacket pocket and stroked the small metal pillbox. “And do you anticipate any need for me to study energy fields and the like?”

      “Oh, I doubt it will come to that, Beatrice. Highly improbable. For I intend to confuse the agents that currently follow me and encourage them to believe I’ve gone to Dublin. The trip to Cairo will be closer to a holiday cruise rather than a mission. You deserve a vacation, my dear, after all that has transpired recently.”

      In the pause, he studied me, his eyes glowing with compassion.

      I gripped the pillbox — my tether to normalcy — and tried to smile. “Well, at the very least, it will give me a break from this incessant rain and damp cold,” I said with forced enthusiasm, thus capitulating to his request.

      Prof. Runal beamed, his wide smile brightening his face. “That’s the spirit, Beatrice. That’s the attitude that makes you such a fine investigator and so perfect for this mission. Yes, we shall escape the late winter rains and enjoy a bit of sunshine. You’ll see, Beatrice, my dear. It shall be as easy as a cruise in the sunshine. As easy as that and just as relaxing.”

      And although I couldn’t possibly anticipate at that point how wrong he truly was, I suspected even then it wouldn’t be so easy after all.
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      As I didn’t have many outfits from which to choose, it didn’t take me long to pack what I needed. In short order, I’d made some excuse to the Steward family about visiting a dying friend in the countryside, packed my valise with a few outfits and left for the port.

      Prof. Runal was waiting for me at the base of the gangplank. I joined him and stared at the vessel before me. An uncharacteristically violent spell of nervous energy gripped me to the point that I couldn’t take another step.

      The steamship, the S.S. Suez, reminded me of the ship that had carried me to Lagos. The similarities were not reassuring.

      “Come now, my dear, let us proceed,” Prof. Runal said. “Remember, this is a holiday, really.” He was standing immediately behind me, his physical bulk looming over me.

      Sadly, that wasn’t the only thing looming over me. In a fit of mischievousness, the wind whirled around us and enveloped me in a swirl of werewolf stench. And while I could never blame Prof. Runal for his lack of hygiene, the odor propelled me up the gangplank faster than his reassurances that this would be an easy trip.

      Once I stepped onto the deck, I inhaled deeply. The sailors were scurrying around, preparing the ship, loading the supplies and generally ignoring the passengers. And while they were not bathing as frequently as I would wish them to, at least they didn’t smell like a werewolf.

      “Junior Second Officer Mallory, at your service,” a young man with deeply tanned skin announced as he stepped in front of me and saluted.

      I glanced between him and the professor, unsure if I was expected to salute him back.

      “Jolly good, Junior Officer … that is, Second Junior … Mallory,” Prof. Runal said in his booming voice that reached the other side of the deck and startled a sailor who was barely old enough to shave. “You may show us to our quarters, if you would, sir.”

      Junior Second Officer Mallory clicked his heels, which reminded me of our butler. He spun around and marched across the deck to a door that led down a steep set of stairs. He proceeded to lead us through corridors that were oppressively narrow and dark.

      I was tempted to inform the junior officer that I preferred to sleep on deck. Somehow, I knew he would protest. And if he didn’t, the senior second officer probably would.

      “For the gentleman,” Mallory said and gestured to a room that was hardly bigger than a water closet.

      Prof. Runal sniffed, his nostrils flaring as if inspecting the smells left by the previous tenant. “And this is first class?”

      “Indeed, sir. Our very best.”

      “Then I shudder to see your very worst, young man, indeed I do,” the professor said before squeezing himself through the slim entrance and into his quarters.

      It was fortunate we had both packed lightly, but even the rucksack slung over Prof. Runal’s shoulder bumped against the bed and the door at the same time.

      “My, my,” Prof. Runal murmured as he tried to angle his bag until he could slide it under the low ledge that served as a bed. “I think I shall be spending much time on the deck. As much as possible, in fact. Would you care to join me for a promenade before dinner, Beatrice?”

      Young Mallory’s eyebrows rose at the professor’s casual use of my first name. Prof. Runal was oblivious to such social niceties. We might have to use the story that I was his niece, at the very least.

      “I shall join you shortly, sir,” I said and allowed Mallory to lead me deeper into the bowels of the ship. Not that we were going to a lower level, but the longer we walked, the more distant the doorway to sun, air and rain felt.

      “And the quarters for the young lady,” Mallory said and partially bowed, not looking at me.

      “Thank you.”

      He nodded stiffly and strode back the way we’d come.

      The room was barely bigger than the narrow bed, with only a round window facing the outside, a tiny excuse of a closet and a small chair.

      I used my sleeve to wipe a smear off of the window and peered at the view. The day was rapidly wasting away into darkness, and the rain had not let up. A more dismal evening I couldn’t imagine. And while it was claustrophobic in here, I wondered how long I could bear to be above deck in such inclement weather.

      I quickly unpacked what little I had brought. Thus settled, I picked up the one item without which I never left home: an oxide green metal walking stick. Some might think me infirm when they see me strolling about with it in hand. Others have remarked that it’s an unfashionable accessory with its bronze fist perched on top.

      The truth was I wasn’t an invalid, nor was the walking stick a fashion piece. It was in fact a most useful piece of equipment, gifted to me by the professor once I’d graduated from my basic training course. Various knobs and levers caused an assortment of tools to become accessible. From the bottom, a wickedly sharp blade will emerge. Another slot will reveal a blowgun with several darts already anointed with sleeping potion. It was a most formidable weapon precisely because it didn’t look like one.

      With it in my grip, I began to feel more reassured that perhaps the professor was correct. I became even more confident once the anchor was raised, and the ship pulled away from the dock without any disturbing event occurring. I was so buoyed by the utter lack of excitement that I joined the professor for a quick stroll around deck before dinner.

      Once land was a fading memory, we were summoned for dinner by a cheerful bell. The first-class dining room was as elegant a space as any I could find in the high streets of London. Appointed with kerosene lanterns, dark wood paneling and rich tapestries, the place had a cheerful, warm glow that quickly dispelled the dampness of outside.

      An older man on spindly, bowed legs rushed toward us as we entered the diner. His face was deeply creased by exposure to the elements, and a permanent frown etched into his brow.

      “Prof. Runal and guest?” he asked and waited for one of us to acknowledge the fact. “I’m Chief Steward Franklin Stewart.”

      “Goodness, that’s a mouthful,” I said under my breath.

      Prof. Runal smiled, having of course heard me.

      Chief Steward Stewart had not and continued talking, hardly pausing for breath. “Captain James McCormick has requested your presence at his table.” His frown deepened. He paused, as if waiting for us to respond. When we remained silent and expectant, he added, “It’s quite an honor. He doesn’t always have time to join the guests for meals. Follow me.”

      With that, he did a sharp turn and hurried between the tables to the head table.

      Prof. Runal leaned toward me and winked. “You see, Beatrice. First class all the way. Consider this a well-deserved holiday.”

      “With all due respect, sir, I can think of more appropriate locations for a holiday.”

      He bellowed a laugh that shook his body and a nearby waiter. “You are as usual amusing, Beatrice. For what finer holiday can there be but on an isolated ship in the middle of the stormy seas? Indeed, there is none.”

      While I was tempted to laugh at his joke, I didn’t because he wasn’t joking. This was exactly the sort of situation the old werewolf enjoyed. A moment later, we were seated at Captain McCormick’s table.

      As I sat, something brushed up against my ankle. I gasped and jumped away from my chair just as something with yellow eyes crept toward me and hissed.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter Five


          

        

      

    

    
      Walking stick held before me in case the creature attacked, I asked, “What is that … that thing doing here?”

      “My apologies, miss,” the captain said and rubbed his bushy beard as if unsure what else to do. “It’s the cat, you see. Come here, girl, and stop bothering the guests.”

      He snapped his fingers, and a black cat slunk toward him and wrapped itself around his legs, purring loudly. It stared at me until the captain picked the beast up and held it as if it were a treasured baby.

      “I was not aware pets were permitted on board,” I said as the chief steward assisted me to push in my chair.

      Captain McCormick smiled. “Not a pet, Miss …” He waited for me to fill in the appropriate name.

      I hesitated, as I couldn’t very well call myself Mrs. Knight. That would raise far too many questions, the first being how I was traveling on such a wild excursion without my husband, but instead in the company of an older man who looked like he was related to a wild dog rather than a young woman. The alternative was slightly less scandalous, so I decided to follow Prof. Runal’s advice.

      “Miss Knight. I’m traveling with my uncle.” I gestured to the professor and hoped he wouldn’t say otherwise.

      “Indeed, my dear niece is quite the adventurous type,” Prof. Runal said and chuckled. “Quite intrepid, if I might say.”

      Captain McCormick glanced between the two of us, as if unsure what my level of adventurousness had to do with anything. “We always keep a cat on board, Miss Knight. Ports are infamous for rats, and the cats do very well to keep the ship clear of them. Sadly, my old one died just as we were preparing for this voyage, and I hate to travel without a cat. I found this one wandering the dock. She’s quite a pretty creature, isn’t she?” He rubbed the cat behind its perky ears, and the creature rewarded him with a loud, deep purr.

      “Delightful,” I said, wishing they would hurry up and present us with food rather than cats. I’d never been one of those women who pretended not to require much sustenance. In fact, I became rather cranky unless fed on a regular basis, and I was fast approaching the limit of my endurance.

      “Her name’s Cairo,” the captain continued, oblivious to my rumbling stomach. “Since the ship most frequently goes to that city, I felt Cairo would be a good name for it. Don’t you agree, Miss Knight?”

      “If you say so, sir. Will we be starting dinner soon?”

      It seemed my suggestion that I had an appetite which required attention startled the dear captain, for he gawked at me before setting the cat down. “Chief Steward Stewart, if you will.”

      “Well, it really is about time,” I said softly enough that only Prof. Runal could hear me.

      He chuckled appreciatively. “Indeed, a bit of food will go a long way. Otherwise, I might be tempted to eat that cat. It did look rather plump, didn’t it?”

      I cleared my throat in agreement. The captain had no idea what sort of appetite a werewolf could have, and I prayed the chief steward had sufficiently stocked the reserves for the two-week trip, for between Prof. Runal and myself, we would need to be well-fed.

      The captain then introduced us to the other senior crew members who had joined his table for the evening: Chief Engineer Richard McIntyre and Chief Officer Pierre Montaigne.

      “There’s a lot of chiefs and officers around here,” I whispered to Prof. Runal. “I hope we’re not expected to remember all of them.”

      “Only if they commit a crime, my dear.”

      The chief engineer downed his wine like it was water, then leaned toward us and winked. “Oi, Pierre! Pass us a spot of wine, will ya, lad?” he shouted in a Scottish accent thick enough to cut with a butter knife. “And maybe the wee lassie would like some, as well. Come on, then. Don’t keep us waiting, Frenchy, me mate.”

      The captain hid a smile while Chief Officer Frenchy bestowed a haughty glare at his fellow crew member. “Monsieur engineer,” he said, his French accent no less pronounced, “Zis informalité is not ze way.”

      The chief engineer laughed. “Stop being so formal, you old frog.”

      “That’s enough, Rocky,” the captain warned, then turned to me. “As you can see, we have quite a diverse crew.”

      I refrained from commenting that it was far from diverse, there being neither a woman nor a paranormal working under his flag. Then again, in the world as it was, we were unlikely to see a female sailor.

      I glanced around at our fellow first-class passengers. There were all total close to thirty of us, seated at tables of two, four or six. One stylishly dressed woman caught my gaze. She wore a red feather boa and a black felt hat topped with a cluster of black feathers — both accessories being currently in vogue, according to what I’d overheard from Lilly.

      The fashionable woman narrowed her eyes at me, as if somehow I had gravely insulted her by studying her attire. She shifted her chair in order to turn her back to me. Her companion — a man with a top hat, a narrow mustache and a knowing smirk — studied me in return before his female companion snapped her fingers to recapture his attention.

      “You’ve taken an interest in our most prominent guests, Miss Knight,” the captain said and nodded with approval. “Lord Voleur and his sister Lady Larrona often grace our ship. They frequently holiday in Cairo.”

      I swallowed my disbelieving snort with a mouthful of salad. They were as likely to be siblings as Prof. Runal was my uncle, but their business was their own.

      “Beatrice, my dear,” the professor whispered and leaned toward me. His whisper was not a small thing, but with the general background chatter, clink of cutlery and serving staff rushing back and forth with platters full of dishes, his words went unheard by any except myself. “I have one favor I must ask of you.”

      “Beyond requesting my presence on this trip?”

      “As you say. But this is a far graver and perhaps more important one. Remember the object I showed you in my office?”

      For a moment, I thought he was referring to the pendulum. But something about the crook of his hairy eyebrows made me reflect more deeply. “You mean that⁠—”

      “Not a word,” he warned. “I must ask if you can keep the item with you at all times. As a young, innocent-looking woman, you are above suspicion.”

      “Hardly. People saw us arrive together. I’m sitting next to you. Surely I’ve become guilty by association.”

      He chuckled. “Perhaps, but not likely. On the off chance the agents in question followed me on board, it is best you tuck the item away. Women are always carrying around purses and sachets and similar unnecessary accessories, are they not? It won’t seem at all odd for you to keep a purse on your shoulder. On the other hand, it might be rather peculiar if I were to carry one. It’s not something men do.”

      “Then perhaps people should rethink men’s fashion. For as we’ve now seen, a purse is in fact quite a practical accessory.”

      “Indeed, Beatrice. You are quite correct. But as we are not in charge of fashion, might I ask you to take this burden upon yourself?”

      At that moment, Chief Steward Stewart slid a bowl of pea soup before me. The flavors floated up in the steam, tickling my nose, tantalizing my olfactory nerves which in turn caused me to salivate in anticipation. “Of course.”

      “Excellent. I’m so glad you agree, for I took the liberty of slipping it into your purse upon our arrival in the dining room.”

      I glanced at him, opened my mouth to protest at his presumption, then plunged my spoon into the soup instead. After all, the deed was done, and my stomach had had quite enough of conversation for the night.

      “And one last point.”

      I paused, the spoon almost touching my lips. “Yes?”

      “Do keep an eye out, will you? And by that, you know what I mean.”

      I thrust the spoon in my mouth, scalding my tongue. Yes, I did indeed know. My other hand slipped into my jacket pocket and clenched the pillbox.

      “Beatrice?”

      I swallowed hard, a trail of soup scorching my throat. “Of course, sir.”

      After all, what harm could possibly happen if I skipped the medicine for one night?
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      I blamed what happened next on the second helping of chocolate pudding.

      What was Chief Steward Stewart thinking by ordering an excess of pudding and displaying it so alluringly? And on our first night! I can resist many a temptation, but chocolate pudding doesn’t make that list. As a result of the chief steward’s thoughtlessness, I had two generous helpings.

      Later that night, I tossed and turned for a while on my narrow bunk, silently cursing the delicious pudding which now broiled and bubbled in my stomach. I almost took one of my pills, Prof. Runal’s request be damned. I fell asleep before I could, and a six-legged monstrosity entered my dreams.

      I was back in Lagos, running through the constabulary. The sights, sounds and smells of death bombarded me from all sides. But I was still alive by some miracle and determined to keep it that way.

      I raced up the open stairway, the only path left to me, and dashed into the first room I found with an open door. And while I didn’t think the lock could possibly work against the shapeshifting demon stalking me, I bolted the door and hid in a closet.

      The thud of an elephant-sized praying mantis approached the door. The sharp tips of its legs scratched against wood and rock. And then the door exploded in a shower of wooden splinters. The creature ripped open the door to the closet and dragged me out. It towered over me, its large pincers snapping below its triangular head.

      “I told you I would find you, little girl,” Koki said, her pincers approaching my neck. “There is nowhere you can hide. There’s no place far enough or safe⁠—”

      Before she could decapitate me, the ground opened up, and I fell down a long tunnel.

      I landed in a familiar room. I was back home in the apartment I shared for a precious year with my husband. Gideon Knight was there, a frown marring his handsome features. He was arguing with someone, defending me, and I knew that was a bad idea. Noble but dangerous.

      “Gideon?”

      He didn’t listen to me. Instead, he stood up, hands curling into tight fists as he prepared to protect me from …

      From whom?

      The dreamworld was blurry, and for a moment, I thought it was the mantis. She’d somehow tracked me down in London, just like she’d promised she would do. But no, the mantis wasn’t the threat.

      I started to scream, desperate to warn Gideon. But the air between us was thick, muffling my voice, holding me back. No matter how much I screamed and pushed forward, I didn’t move, and my words shattered against an invisible wall.

      And right before he died, Gideon turned his beautiful eyes toward me. “This is on you, Beatrice. Now wake up.”

      I pounded my fists against the invisible wall, but it was too late. The home I shared with Gideon dissolved around me until there was only darkness.

      “Wake up, Beatrice.”

      I jerked awake, flailing my arms at the darkness which crowded in on me. The sounds of waves brushed against my ears, and for a second, I thought I’d fallen into the dark pond outside my childhood home.

      “You’re on the steamer,” I whispered. “It was just a dream. A really bad, vivid dream. That blasted pudding. I shall have words with the steward.”

      “Wake up, Beatrice!”

      The whispered echo of Gideon’s voice removed the last vestige of sleepiness. I sat up in time to see a shadow darker than the other shadows slip silently into the room. My door was ajar, even though I’d locked it before going to bed.

      I’ve never been one for screaming and other stereotypically feminine theatrics. But I must admit there were times when a well-placed, high-pitched scream did produce marvelous results. I decided this was one such occasion. I reached for my walking stick, held it up like a bat just in case the intruder approached me, and began to scream like someone was trying to kill me.

      The shadow startled and stepped toward me with an inhuman stealth and grace. I continued to scream while kicking my legs free of the blankets. Already, my wordless plea for assistance was having the desired results. A door banged opened somewhere down the hallway, and a male voice shouted while heavy feet pounded toward my cabin.

      The intruder disappeared as quickly and quietly as it had arrived.

      I fumbled for the matchbox on the small side table. My hand didn’t shake as I lit a match and set it to the candlewick. After a moment of spluttering, a warm glow crept across my room, devouring darkness and replacing it with golden light. My door creaked all the way open, and I prepared myself to do battle.

      Chief Officer Frenchy stood in the opening, holding up a kerosene lantern. The whiff of it assaulted my olfactory senses and removed any lingering doubt that this might be a dream, but I forgave him for the intrusion.

      “Miss, what is ze matter?”

      “Intruder. It … he … went down the other way,” I shouted and gestured with my walking stick.

      Frenchy took a couple steps back, eyeing my stick and making no movement to chase my intruder. “I see. A nightmare, zen? Ze seas sometimes have zat effect on ze senses. It will pass once you become accustomed to ze rolling of ze waves.”

      Of course the man would assume I was susceptible to such frailties as delicate nerves imposed! I huffed in frustration but didn’t pursue the matter. Besides, the intruder was well gone by now.

      “Beatrice? Beatrice, my dear … niece!” Prof. Runal boomed from close by. He appeared at my doorway with remarkable speed, almost pushing Frenchy into the doorjamb in his haste. “Are you quite all right, my dear?”

      Frenchy shuffled out of sight and muttered, “Women. Zey shouldn’t be allowed on ze ships.”

      I was tempted to introduce the man’s thick head to my equally thick walking stick but decided against it. “I’m quite all right, uncle. According to our new friend, I imagined an intruder.”

      Prof. Runal’s nostrils flared as he sniffed the room. “I believe our friend is incorrect, although I can’t place the scent. Is it safe? Do you have it still?”

      I reached a hand under my pillow and patted the lump resting in the corner. “Quite safe, sir.”

      Meanwhile, Chief Officer Frenchy was reassuring the few guests who had awoken that nothing untoward had happened, and that the young lady was quite alright and in no need of assistance apart from a cup of chamomile tea. The second statement was now quite correct, even if the first was not.

      Prof. Runal checked the latch. “The lock is unbroken, which means your intruder had a key.”

      I shuddered. “I’ll bar the door better next time.”

      He nodded and started to bid me good night when we were joined by Chief Engineer Rocky McIntyre.

      “I heard you scream, lass. What’s all the fuss, now?” he asked and peered into the room.

      I frowned as I no longer had any need of male assistance. “What is the chief engineer doing roaming about the hallways at this time of night?”

      “’Tis morning, lass, though early, I grant you. I’m a wee bit of an insomniac, myself.”

      “That makes one of us. Someone just tried to forcibly enter my cabin.”

      The chief engineer’s face settled into a craggy scowl. “Blast them all, the wee goblins are at work again.”

      “Unlikely,” I said. “Goblins dislike water intensely.”

      “Not these ones, lass.”

      I discreetly sniffed the air for traces of alcohol or some other mind-altering substance. There was none, but I’d heard enough about sailors and their various superstitions to doubt very much that the ship was plagued by a gaggle of goblins.

      Another sailor jogged into view. “Rocky, you’re needed in the engine room. Something’s amiss with the boiler.”

      “Not again,” Rocky grumbled and stalked away. “I’ve been telling the captain for some time we need to replace Boiler A.”

      The sailor pressed himself against the wall to allow Rocky to pass. “No, it’s Boiler C this time.”

      “A pox on them all.”

      I stared after the engineer. The sailor caught my amazed look and chuckled. “Don’t mind Rocky. Heart of gold, that one.”

      “A golden heart is hardly useful,” I instructed the ignorant sailor. “It doesn’t beat, it sinks in water, and is hardly suitable in a human being who wishes to live more than a minute.”

      The man was clever enough to hurry after Rocky rather than stay and argue.

      Prof. Runal chuckled. “Try to get some sleep, Beatrice. We shall need all our energy tomorrow.”

      I closed the door behind him and propped the chair under the door handle. It wasn’t much, but at least it would give me notice if the intruder returned.

      It took me a while to fall asleep, and just before I did, I swore I heard Gideon’s voice whispering a lullaby.
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      “Beatrice.”

      “Go away,” I mumbled into my pillow. “It’s far too soon for another crisis, not to mention too early. Emergencies are hereby banned before breakfast.”

      The whispering voice persisted. “Wake up, my darling.”

      “No, I won’t. I⁠—”

      My darling?

      I jerked my face out of the pillow and rolled around, walking stick in hand. I held it over my shoulder like a spear and pressed two of the fingernails on the bronze fist. From the other end, a wicked blade slid out.

      “Whoever is in here, show yourself instantly or prepare to be impaled.”

      I paused and blinked sleep out of my eyes. There was no response from my uninvited visitor.

      “Don’t think I won’t, although I’d rather not. The mess would be ghastly.”

      I glanced around the cabin. There wasn’t much to see. Given that it was barely big enough for my bed, my valise and a chair, there was really no place for a person to hide.

      Yawning, I was tempted to declare the voice a vestige of a dream and return to bed. The light sifting through the round window was watery, gray and hardly inspiring. I felt thoroughly fatigued and discouraged and could only hope more sunshine would find us as we traveled south.

      But weather aside, I still had the matter of an apparently invisible intruder who was determined to wake me up. Or I was daydreaming, in which case⁠—

      “Beatrice, I’m here.”

      “It’s bad enough my sleep was rudely interrupted by a thief last night,” I said as I pressed my back to the wall and swiveled my walking stick back and forth. “But it’s another matter entirely when I’m expected to converse before I’ve had my first pot of morning tea. Whoever you are, your manners are atrocious. And I truly cannot abide by such an absence of basic social convention.”

      “You’re quite correct, my darling Beatrice. But can you blame me?”

      The hair on the back of my neck began to prickle, which was never a good sign. The voice sounded so familiar, impossibly so. And it was becoming abundantly clear to my sleep-deprived brain that I wasn’t dreaming, and that whoever was here wasn’t a full-bodied person. In fact, I began to suspect I was in the presence of a non-human. A paranormal element, in other words.

      Blast and double blast. So much for the professor’s promise of a holiday in the sun.

      I pursued the only course available to me. I squinted my eyes — how fortunate I’d neglected my medicine last night — and another layer of reality sprang into view.

      I don’t normally squint. For a start, it does terrible things for the skin around my eyes. And while I’m not quite as obsessed with wrinkle-free facial features as my dear Aunt Steward, she does have a point regarding the pleasantness of a woman’s features being an important quality to protect. No man comes rushing to the aid of a screaming hag.

      But the second and perhaps more important reason was that it was rude. I preferred to assume that an individual was a normal human until he or she proved themselves otherwise, or unless my job required me to inspect a person’s true reality more closely.

      However, I was facing the strangest of circumstances. An invisible person dared wake me without presenting me with a pot of tea in the process. I therefore felt it appropriate to practice a discrete amount of rudeness.

      Energy sparkled around me. I continue to squint while I fumbled with one of the drawers in my walking stick. It finally slid out, revealing a small set of specially designed spectacles. They enhanced my second sight, allowing me to probe even more deeply into the hidden reality behind physical appearance.

      But in this case, the spectacles were quite unnecessary. For as I squinted and began to see the currents of energy that weaved and wrapped around physical reality, a familiar outline began to form at the end of my bed. It was that of a man, and one I suspected I knew quite intimately.

      My eyes popped wide open, and I gawked as the form continued to crystallize. I didn’t need to squint to finally identify the person who had awoken me not only this morning, but during the night.

      “Gideon?” I gasped.

      There was now no mistaking it. Standing in my small cabin and far too close for comfort’s sake was the ghost of my deceased and possibly murdered husband.

      He was just as I remembered him. Dark brown hair waved across his forehead. Light brown eyes the color of a perfect cup of afternoon tea twinkled with merriment and mischief. I believed I might have married that man for the sake of his eyes, which I now understood was not the soundest basis for a marriage. But what did I know when I was so young and naïve?

      The rest of his form filled out. He was of average height and slim build. But that charm. Oh, the charm! It was very much in evidence as he bowed from the waist, his gaze fixed on me, and a cheeky smile gracing his handsome features.

      I screamed and tossed the walking stick at his head, blade first. It sailed through his body and impaled itself on the far wall. The stick reverberated loudly from the impact.

      Gideon straightened, glanced over his shoulder, then back at me, his smile morphing into amazement mixed with amusement. “An excellent aim, my darling. Then again, I would expect nothing less from Mrs. Beatrice Knight, paranormal investigator extraordinaire and my wife.”

      “You’re supposed to be dead!”

      “Truly, your manners are atrocious,” he said, mocking me with my own words. “I realize you haven’t had your usual reviving liquids yet, but accusing one of being dead must be the height of ill manners.” His smile returned, spreading across his face as he winked, then laughed. “Despite your efforts to kill me, it’s still wonderful to see you. And I know you feel the same, or you will, once you recover from your shock.”

      I slid off the bed and strode across the cabin to my walking stick. I tugged and pulled until I could extract it from the wall. “I do believe that chocolate pudding is still working its evil magic on me, and this is nothing more than another nightmare from which I will awaken at any moment to the tantalizing scent of tea and breakfast. Until then, you should make yourself scarce.”

      I started to march back to the bed, determined to finish this ridiculous dream after which I planned to wake up and return to reality. And pudding was definitely off the menu for the remainder of the trip.

      Instead, Gideon stepped in front of me, his face uncharacteristically serious. “Beatrice. It really is me. Who do you think woke you up when that nasty trespasser tried to break in here? I only wish I’d seen the rascal’s face. We could’ve arrested the villain and tossed him overboard before anyone was the wiser.”

      I stared at him, squinting in my effort to discern the truth. And then it hit me.

      I slapped one hand over my mouth to contain the shriek that was bubbling inside of me. My knees started to wobble, which was never a good sign. I put it down to low blood sugar. “Gideon? It’s truly you?”

      He reached out a ghostly hand and brushed it across my cheek. It felt like I was being caressed by a cool breeze. “Of course. Didn’t you hear me sing that lullaby you like, the one I always sang when you had a nightmare?”

      “That was … that …”

      “Perhaps you should take a seat, Beatrice. We can’t have you fainting. That’s not what you do.”

      A small squeak snuck through my fingers, and I collapsed onto the edge of the narrow bed. “Why? How? Never mind the how. Why?”

      Gideon shrugged and started to fade at the edges. “Death really doesn’t become me, Beatrice. Not to mention it’s rather boring.”

      “Boring?”

      “Yes. Especially as there’s no one interesting with whom to converse.”

      “Where have you been for the past month?”

      “I’ve been trying to get your attention, Mrs. Knight,” Gideon said. “It’s not like you to be so oblivious to your surroundings. I made all sorts of noise, floated in front of you, shouted in your ear. But you gave me absolutely no response. Whatever is the matter?”

      I glanced at my jacket hanging over the end of my bed. The pocket with the pillbox bulged slightly. “Nothing.”

      Gideon scoffed. “My dear, when a woman says nothing in response to a man’s question, it most certainly isn’t nothing. In fact, it’s quite likely the man is about to have some serious trouble on his hands, and will remain oblivious to the fact until it’s far too late.”

      “Well, in this case, it really is nothing.”

      “You know I don’t believe you.”

      “You know you’re dead.”

      “And there it is. You’re still upset about that.”

      “Of course I’m upset, Gideon! You’re … not alive.”

      “How charming. I think I shall take a nap now.”

      “Wait, Gideon.”

      “I’m feeling rather tired, you know,” he said, and yawned. “Must be all that excitement from last night.” And with that, he faded out completely, leaving me even more alone than I was before.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter Eight


          

        

      

    

    
      The breakfast bell pulled me out of my shock at seeing the ghost of my deceased husband loitering in my room.

      I quickly prepared myself to venture into public spaces, both hoping and dreading I’d see Gideon again. I was still in a daze when I entered the first-class dining room. It was not as full as it was last night, but the woman with the red feather boa and black hat was sitting at the corner table opposite the man with the narrow mustache. They both paused in their conversation to watch me enter, and didn’t resume until I was seated on the far side of the room across the table from Prof. Runal.

      “Are you quite well, Beatrice? How are you feeling?” he asked, his large, heavy features set in the epitome of fatherly concern.

      I blinked as if coming out of a trance. “As well as can be expected, I suppose.” I glanced sideways and watched the strange couple continue their whispered conversation, their heads almost touching as they leaned across their small table.

      “Jolly good. Excellent! I’m glad to hear it,” Prof. Runal said as he poured me a cup of tea. “Because we need to take action now.”

      “There’s no need to discuss action until we’ve had breakfast, sir,” I said and drained the cup of tea so fast, my tongue tingled from the scalding liquid.

      I met the professor’s astonished gaze. He was still holding the pot. Wordlessly, I held up my cup. Equally silent, the professor poured me a second cup which I imbibed at a slower, more measured rate.

      “Are you sure—” the professor began.

      “Quite. I’ll be perfectly fine after a hearty breakfast.”

      The professor harrumphed but remained silent until I had eaten. The entire time, I studied the room as more passengers sat at their preassigned tables.

      Prof. Runal leaned closer to me. “Are you thinking what I’m thinking?”

      “That we need another plate of toast and a pot of tea? Absolutely.”

      His eyebrows lifted up. The first time I met him, those eyebrows had reminded me of plump, hairy caterpillars. They seemed to have a life of their own. Even now, the similarity often made me smile.

      “I was not referring to the food, Beatrice, although I do appreciate the requirement. I mean suspects. Suspects, my dear! For as certain as sunrise, the thief will strike again.”

      “So much for a holiday.”

      “I believe our holiday cruise is finished for now. It seems I was not as careful as I had thought in making my escape yesterday. They must have sent an agent to follow us on board. Indeed, that must be what happened. And somehow, they surmised my plot to give you the item in safekeeping.”

      Motion from the ceiling caused me to glance upward, but there was nothing there.

      “Beatrice, I need you to assist me in ascertaining who our possible suspects are,” he continued, seemingly oblivious to my distracted state.

      “Yes, sir,” I said automatically without really thinking deeply about his comment. Was Gideon in the ceiling, watching me?

      “Excellent. Brilliant! I knew you’d agree. So we’ve decided, then?”

      I shook my head and met his gaze. “Decided what, sir?”

      “To study each and every passenger, of course. And from that research, make a list of suspects, then investigate each one of the suspects with even greater care and deeper detail. We shall continue in such a manner until we find the culprit, Beatrice!”

      I gulped. “Each and every passenger?”

      “The crew as well.” Prof. Runal nodded, his shaggy mane flopping around his shoulders. “Indeed, the crew are as suspect as anyone else. One never knows on these ships who has been hired from what background.”

      I did a quick calculation based on the number of chairs. “There must be around thirty first class passengers⁠—”

      “It’s exactly thirty, I believe,” the professor interrupted.

      “And the crew⁠—”

      “Upwards of twenty.”

      “And then the passengers in steerage.”

      He waved a hand dismissively. “Take no heed of them. It’s hardly likely that one of them snuck through the ship from the lower levels and entered first class, particularly at night. The crew locks the door between steerage and other levels shortly after dinner and only opens it again before breakfast.”

      I stared into my tea skeptically, as if searching for answers there. “Still, we’re considering as many as fifty possible suspects. That’s a lot of people to investigate.”

      The professor rubbed his large hands together, the scraping of skin against skin loud. “Then it is most fortunate that we have almost two weeks before we reach Cairo. Plenty of time to carry out our research. Plenty, indeed. Isn’t this the most delightful trip you could’ve imagined?”

      I closed my eyes briefly and wondered when I’d be able to resume my medication. “Actually, the most delightful trip I could imagine is one in which I have room service and never have to leave my cabin.”

      “Magnificent.” He clapped his hands loudly enough for passengers near us to glance over with judgmental frowns. “We are in agreement, then. We launch our investigation this very morning, right after breakfast, as soon as possible.”

      I rubbed my temples, then waved at a waiter and pointed to the teapot. At this rate, I could only hope that Chief Steward Stewart had the galleys well stocked with tea leaves.
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      I returned to my cabin as soon as was socially appropriate. That took far longer than expected, for Captain McCormick expressed interest in chatting with us beyond what decent manners required. And I could hardly give an excuse that I needed to launch my investigation. As far as the captain, his crew and the other passengers were concerned, I was the innocent, unassuming niece of a professor of English.

      Such an infuriating disguise to maintain, I thought as I smiled at the captain’s comment regarding the approaching storm and a promise of sunshine afterward.

      “And my deepest apologies once again for the intrusion into your cabin,” the captain said for the umpteenth time.

      I tried not to grit my teeth. “I’m not sure I would refer to it as an intrusion⁠—”

      “Quite right, miss. It was more of a mistaken entrance,” the captain said. “Another passenger who had imbibed too much of the spirits and mistook your door for his. It shouldn’t happen again.”

      “I’m sure it won’t,” I said, giving up on the pursuit of truth. There was no point in startling the good captain with my intentions of ensuring — by brute force, if necessary — that the intrusion would never happen again.

      But back to my cabin.

      I sagged against the door, then gasped when a ghost floated through the wall to one side of me.

      “Gideon,” I hissed.

      “At your service, my beloved,” he said and performed an elaborate but possibly sarcastic bow.

      “In the future, please open the door and walk through the entrance like a civilized person.”

      “How dare you accuse me of being civilized.”

      “Don’t be ridiculous, Gideon. I’d never accuse you of that. But we must still uphold a pretense of basic manners.”

      “Why should we do that, my love?”

      It appeared death not only deprived one of a body but also of a sense of decorum. It was appalling, really. What was a widow to do?

      “It’s one thing to float through walls when one is alive,” I lectured. “That would be considered a miracle. But to float through them when one is dead is quite unacceptable.”

      “Why?”

      “Really, Gideon. I shouldn’t have to explain this.”

      “Yet it seems you do.”

      “It’s bad enough you’ve lost your body. Now to lose your manners on top of that? It’s unacceptable. Death is no excuse for rudeness.”

      He shrugged and pirouetted upward until he was floating around the ceiling.

      “So it was you in the dining room,” I said.

      “I wanted to ensure you had a good breakfast, so we could converse about our future without your normal morning grumpiness.”

      “I am not grumpy in the morning,” I snapped and tossed my walking stick onto the bed. “But you, sir. Floating through walls. Spying on me while I try to enjoy my breakfast. Truly, it’s more than a widow can endure.”

      “My apologies, darling.” He floated down to my level and winked. “So if you’re not too grumpy⁠—”

      “Of course not. I’m never in a foul mood. But I cannot tolerate this business of you haunting me. It’s a bad habit you’ve adopted.”

      “Yes, and I would prefer that we return home as soon as possible.”

      I sat on the chair and stared at him. “And which home is that?”

      He whirled a hand gracefully over his head. “It doesn’t really matter which one. Although I don’t see why we can’t live in our old home as we did before.”

      “Because I am a widow, Gideon. As such, I don’t have the means to maintain that household. And unless I’m a widow of sufficient wealth, which I’m not, it would be inappropriate for me to remain alone. People would wonder how I supported myself.”

      Gideon glanced up at the ceiling, as if studying the sky for inspiration. “Who cares what others think? As long as we’re together⁠—”

      “I hate to break this to you, Gideon, but you’re dead. So please move along.”

      Even as the words left my throat, I yearned to drag them back down into the bowels from which they had ushered forth. For truth be told, I was glad to see him again, even if he was without a body. One can’t expect everything from one’s marriage partner.

      “So are you with that foul family of yours? The Stewards?”

      “I am, and I don’t think Mrs. Steward would appreciate being haunted.”

      “I have no intention of haunting her, only you. So tell the captain to turn the ship around⁠—”

      “Out of the question, Gideon. The professor and I are on a mission. And it’s of utmost importance we arrive in Cairo.”

      He threw up his arms in disbelief. “Really. You and your missions. I never understood how a young woman could be so independently minded as to pursue a career outside the home. Of course, that’s also why I married you. You are a peculiar person, my dear Mrs. Knight.”

      “And you, sir, are a husband without a body and therefore of little use to anyone.”

      He grinned, and it was a grin full of mischief and mayhem. “Speaking of useful, did you see that cat?”

      I sat on the chair, took out my notebook and began making notes about the trip thus far. “Yes, it belongs to the captain.”

      “It’s black.”

      “So I noticed.”

      “What was the captain thinking, bringing that beast aboard?”

      “I believe he wanted to keep the ship rat-free.”

      “Black cats are bad luck.”

      “Says the ghost.”

      “Rub it in, why don’t you? Can I ask you one favor?”

      “No.”

      “Please?”

      “Do I have a choice?”

      “Not really. Please don’t die at sea.”

      My heart softened at his appeal. “That’s an easy favor, as I have no intention of doing so.”

      “What a relief. Because if you die here, I won’t be able to go home. I’m stuck to you, you see. And I’d rather not be stuck while at the bottom of the ocean. It would be a tragic waste of a beautiful spirit.”

      “In that case, I’ll do my best not to drown out here.”

      “That’s all I ask.” And with another rascally bow, he faded out of sight.

      I sighed and rummaged through my valise for my ink bottle. While Prof. Runal and I hadn’t discussed a plan of action, I’d already formulated one by the time I had arrived back at my cabin. I was reluctant to do it, but the first step involved squinting at each and every person on the ship. I hoped my late-night intruder was a normal human, but suspected otherwise. For who else would know about the importance of the toy pyramid except those who were opposed to the Society’s agenda?

      I needed to eliminate the risk of any paranormal element interfering with our mission. And so I finished my notes, put on my spectacles and prepared myself for a day of squinting.
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      I launched my investigation with a promenade around the first-class deck. As breakfast was finished, I hoped to identify most of my fellow passengers in this way.

      In particular, I was curious about the odd couple who claimed to be siblings and sat in a corner table away from everyone else. Why did they keep casting strange looks in my direction?

      It seemed the fates were against me, for they were not out and about. Instead, a jolly couple greeted me as I stepped onto the deck. She was as plump as he was thin. He was reserved while she was boisterous and sociable.

      “Forgive my forwardness,” the lady said, her cheeks red with the blustery sea breeze. “I can’t help but notice you are unaccompanied. Perhaps you would like to join myself and Mr. Spratt.”

      I pushed my energy-enhancing spectacles up my nose, glanced at their energy fields and politely smiled, but not too enthusiastically. An enthusiastic smile was far too encouraging of unwanted attention and awkward social interaction.

      “That is most kind of you,” I said, “but my uncle is expecting me to join him.”

      “Aha! So that’s who it was,” Mrs. Spratt said and elbowed her scrawny husband. “I told you there was nothing untoward occurring on this ship. I have sailed with Captain McCormick and his crew previously. They wouldn’t allow such unbecoming behavior under their command.”

      Mr. Spratt shrugged, his skinny shoulders barely lifting his jacket.

      “Nonetheless, my dear, join us,” Mrs. Spratt said. “A bit of fresh air as we circumambulate the ship is most helpful and agreeable in assisting with digestion. Wouldn’t you agree?”

      As I wasn’t keen to disclose my lack of digestive issues in public, I tipped my head in agreement with her invitation. As I did so, I focused my squint on the two Spratts. Their energy fields floated up around them. Purely human, holding nothing of interest and quite innocent of any nefarious intentions.

      I sighed, unsure whether I should be disappointed or relieved. “I suppose one round of the deck would be quite acceptable while I wait for my uncle to join us. I’m Miss Knight.”

      “Delighted,” Mrs. Spratt said and looped her arm with mine.

      On that agreeable note, we set off. Mrs. Spratt was keen to inform me about all things British, most of which I had little or no interest in. By the time we had completed one circuit, I was updated on the affairs of Queen Victoria, the parliament, the latest fashion trends, the winning horse in yesterday’s races, and the war being waged between the British Empire, its Egyptian allies and the Sudanese.

      “It’s quite unacceptable, how these people rebel against the very forces that bring civilization to their savage shores,” she finished her monologue.

      I glanced at Mr. Spratt, who had said not one word the entire time. Nor, I imagined, would he speak in the presence of his wife. She was a domineering figure both in physique and in dialogue.

      “Perhaps they were content with their lives before the introduction of English fashion,” I suggested.

      “Nonsense,” the good woman declared. “They simply didn’t know what was good for them.”

      I pursed my lips. “You do remind me very greatly of my aunt.”

      “The flattering remark is well received, my dear Miss Knight,” Mrs. Spratt said, her cheeks blushing with exertion at my apparent compliment.

      At that moment, motion at the corner of my vision attracted my attention. A line heavy with tablecloths bounced from recent activity even though no one was near it, and it was shielded from the wind.

      “I do believe I should go check on my uncle now,” I said and disentangled my elbow from Mrs. Spratt’s grip. “It’s been a pleasure. Truly. Until next we meet.” And before the woman could latch her verbal claws on me, I ducked away, walking in the opposite direction, toward the clothesline.

      I squinted as I approached several crates tied down along one edge of the deck. The energy form that appeared was again of a human. I sighed but approached the person anyways, because who scuttled about with such secrecy except someone with a secret to keep?

      I was again disappointed. A young sailor, a boy more than a man, was sitting in the shadows of the crates. He glanced up, his face scrunched in fearful concern, when I stood before him.

      “You won’t be telling, will you?” the young sailor asked, his voice high-pitched and trembling.

      “Tell who what?”

      The sailor stood, confirming my original appraisal of his youthfulness. I continued to squint, because I could see a lie of some sort weaving its way through his energy field. It was a significant lie alongside something else that didn’t quite make sense.

      “You didn’t see, then?”

      I stopped squinting to frown at the young man. “Goodness, do stop speaking in riddles. I didn’t see what?”

      “Nothing. Nothing at all. The name’s Jack Clark.”

      “As I didn’t request your name and have no reason to make your acquaintance, there’s no need to tell me.”

      Sailor Clark nodded, still not meeting my gaze. “It’s all good, then.”

      “I wouldn’t go that far. Just last night, someone attempted to break into my cabin. You wouldn’t know anything about that, now would you, young Clark?” I squinted at him, ready to pounce if I should see a hint of deception in his answer.

      He looked up at me, his eyes large and startled. “Oh, no, miss. I’m not that sort. I swear.”

      He was telling the truth about his sort, whatever that might be. So what was his lie? What secret was he hiding?

      “Your clothes are a tad big for you, aren’t they?” I gestured to the oversized shirt that almost reached his knees.

      “It’s all that was available.”

      “That’s a rather strange state of affairs.”

      Sailor Clark stared at my feet and said nothing. I gave up and left the boy to his own devices. I had concerns more important than oversized uniforms.

      I continued to wander around the deck, then down to the dining room where midmorning tea was being served. So far, no one I’d met — neither passengers nor crew — had a suggestion of paranormal energy or violent intent. I was therefore surrounded by normal humans who were innocent of the unforgivable crime of disturbing my slumber.

      Perhaps my original impression of the intruder was incorrect. After all, I’d been half asleep, blurry-eyed and recovering from back-to-back nightmares.

      Prof. Runal was sitting at our table. He waved at me with such enthusiasm he almost knocked the tray out of a passing waiter’s hands. The only reason I could see to be enthusiastic was that a large pot of tea squatted in the middle of our table, surrounded by scones and biscuits.

      “How goes the investigation, Beatrice?” Prof. Runal asked, his voice too loud for discretion’s sake.

      I gestured at him to lower his voice and glanced around. “Nothing so far, sir. Are you sure we shouldn’t explore steerage?”

      “Not yet, my dear. It’s highly unlikely our culprit lurks down there, and I would spare you the assault on your senses if at all possible. But I have a plan. A scheme, as it were.”

      I immediately waved to a waiter and indicated that he should bring another teapot. When it came to Prof. Runal and his plans, significant quantities of some liquid or other were required to strengthen my nerves.

      Prof. Runal leaned his elbows on the table, almost tipping it over in the process. Cups and saucers rattled in protest. “You see, Beatrice, it seems not all the passengers are present and accounted for at mealtimes.”

      I squeezed the bridge of my nose where the spectacles had left an indent. “And why would you think that?”

      He bent closer, his heavy forearms pressing against the table. “When I booked these tickets, I was told quite clearly that we had purchased the last cabins available in first class. And yet I’ve seen a few chairs empty when they should really be occupied. Last night, this morning and even now.”

      “Maybe these are extras.”

      “No, not at all. We have thirty cabins in first class, and thirty chairs here, of which three have remained quite abandoned. This suggests there are a few passengers who haven’t left their rooms. Now why would that be, Beatrice, dear? Pray tell me, why?”

      I tightened the pinch on the bridge of my nose, hoping the slight discomfort would distract me from the direction I knew Prof. Runal was heading. “Because they’re seasick?”

      “Poppycock! Balderdash! We need to find out who exactly is on this ship. And do you know how we’re going to do that, Beatrice?”

      “I fear I do,” I murmured and left my nose alone.

      “Exactly. Then we are agreed!”

      “About what?”

      He tapped the side of his nose. “We are going to break into the captain’s office and steal the passenger manifest.”
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      I took a few sips to strengthen my nerves before looking into the professor’s deep brown eyes. “For a moment, sir, I thought you said you wanted us to steal the ship’s passenger manifest. But surely I’m mistaken, as no one in their right mind would propose such a cockamamy plan.”

      “Gracious! Are you suggesting I’m in a right mind?”

      “Of course not, sir.”

      “I’m glad to hear it.”

      I exhaled loudly. “So I misheard⁠—”

      “Not at all, Beatrice, not at all!” Prof. Runal thumped back in his chair. The unfortunate piece of furniture creaked and groaned in protest at his weight. “That’s exactly what I want us to do. And by us, I mean you. For how else will we know the exact number and condition of our fellow passengers without it? How indeed!”

      “I feared that’s what you said.”

      “There is absolutely no need for fear, Beatrice. In fact, fears are no more use here, none at all! We shall remove the manifest and return it before anyone knows anything is amiss.”

      “Or we could just visit each and every cabin for ourselves.”

      “That’s far too tedious a chore, Beatrice. Too long and involved. And we have little time to waste.”

      “We have almost two weeks.”

      “During which we must identify all possible suspects, then investigate each one thoroughly. And by thoroughly, I mean our mission will most likely involve breaking into their cabins, pilfering their supplies, and so on.”

      I didn’t dare ask what and so on might refer to, as I’d worked with Prof. Runal long enough to divine his intentions. More importantly, I was too busy recovering from the notion that I would have to steal the captain’s manifest. I focused on the tea, which despite the conditions of ship life was remarkably decent.

      “Remind me to commend the captain on his selection of tea leaves,” I said.

      “Precisely right, Beatrice. This man knows his business, there’s no doubt about it. After all, what’s the point in being stranded on a ship in the company of normal humans without a good and steady supply of tea? None, that’s what! Now, when shall we begin?”

      “As you wish, sir.”

      “Excellent. We shall soon have a proper list from which to extract names and interrogate those with suspicious backgrounds and motives.”

      Meanwhile, the couple who had first attracted my attention — Lord Voleur and Lady Larrona — strolled into the dining room. Lady Larrona had changed into another stylish outfit but was still wearing her red feather boa and heavily feathered black hat.

      Lord Voleur had replaced his top hat with a jaunty cap that matched his knowing smirk. He glanced around the room as if searching for something. His gaze lingered on me, and I stiffened my backbone so that I wouldn’t squirm under his unappealing study. When I made no move to break eye contact, his smirk widened before he joined his female companion at the far table.

      “What do you make of that couple over there, sir?” I asked in a low voice and hoped Prof. Runal would follow my example of discretion.

      Alas, my hopes were dashed when he swiveled in his chair and blatantly stared at the far corner. “That stylishly dressed pair of siblings? Why, nothing at all, Beatrice. Not a bit. Indeed, they smell perfectly normal. Disappointingly so, considering their excellent taste in fashion. Now, let’s go steal the manifest, shall we?”

      There wasn’t enough tea on board to strengthen my spirit for the task. And the pills in my pocket were not an option if we had any chance of completing this mission while successfully avoiding detection.

      But one thing did speed up my heart and push energy through my sluggish limbs. Just at that moment, a ghostly form floated through a wall, gave me a dashing bow and pirouetted up through the ceiling. Despite the atrocious lack of manners which he exhibited, I was glad to have him here.

      I was still smiling as I followed the professor out of the dining room and down a few flights of stairs to the level of the crew’s quarters. Only when he led the way down a corridor narrower, darker and danker than the first-class corridor did I snap out of my reverie.

      “Where would the captain keep the manifest?” I asked, wondering if Gideon would stay with me for the entire trip. The thought was mildly titillating, although I still intended to remind him to refrain from floating through walls and appearing so dramatically in my room.

      “I suspect in his quarters, of course.”

      All thoughts of Gideon vanished. I stared at the professor’s broad back in dull disbelief. “But you said we’re going to his office.”

      “The captain’s quarters usually double as his office, given the limits of space on a ship. I suspect that’s where he keeps all things of value and interest.”

      “Do you mean to suggest …” I gulped, my voice fading into a whimper of mild despair.

      “That’s exactly what I’m suggesting. Why the concern?”

      “It’s his private room.”

      “All the better!” The professor’s voice boomed down the length of the corridor and echoed back at us. He was either oblivious of — or willfully ignoring — the need for stealth. “He shan’t be there at this time of day. You’ll break into his quarters while I keep a lookout. It shall be the quickest of jobs. You do remember your lessons regarding lock picking, do you not, Beatrice? We went over this numerous times during your training. I recall you were quite an apt student.”

      “Yes, I’m quite familiar with the ways and means to open a lock without a key. However⁠—”

      “Excellent! Magnificent! You always were a brilliant student. So you see there’s no reason not to proceed.”

      “Apart from the fact it’s illegal⁠—”

      “Humans and their silly rules.”

      “And if we’re caught⁠—”

      “We won’t be.”

      “We’ll spend the rest of the trip in the brig.”

      “A minor inconvenience.” He stopped and looked over his shoulder at me. “But really! Miss Beatrice Knight, you’re making quite an unseemly fuss over nothing. What could possibly go wrong?”

      Rather than tempt the fates with a long list of all the things that could possibly go wrong while breaking into the captain’s quarters, I shook my head and gestured for the professor to lead the way.

      He positively beamed at my acquiescence. “That’s the spirit! We’ll have this done in a jiffy. In and out, so to speak. They won’t even notice a thing.”

      The more he spoke on the matter, the more certain I was that this would be anything but a quick and easy job. Nonetheless, I followed him through a network of ever-narrowing corridors to the far end of the ship.

      Straight ahead, at the end of the last hallway, was a door upon which a metal plaque announced, “Captain’s quarters.” Underneath it was another sign with a statement which declared, “Do not disturb. Trespassers will be prosecuted.”
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      I read the second sign aloud, in case Prof. Runal hadn’t noticed it. “Do not disturb. Trespassers will be prosecuted.”

      “Hardly welcoming, is it?” Prof. Runal said and chuckled.

      I glanced around. There were several other doors along this section of the crew’s level, each with a metal plaque. Chief Engineer. Chief Steward. Chief Officer. All the senior crew were housed together. I silently prayed they were all thoroughly occupied with the day-to-day running of the ship to pop down here for a nap or a nip of something.

      “Beatrice, my dear, I shall stand right here while you proceed.”

      I stared at him. The space in which we stood was so narrow, I would need to squeeze to get past him. There was no place to hide. “Here? In the middle of a corridor in the senior crew’s section? And what excuse will you give if anyone should wander down here?”

      “Quite right. Perhaps I shall keep watch at the intersection.” He gestured vaguely in the direction from which we came.

      “And again, what excuse will you provide?”

      “I’m searching for the ship’s doctor, of course. Something in the breakfast has ailed me terribly. Or perhaps it’s the rocking motion of the ship. Why, I believe I’m seasick.”

      I shook my head and wished I had such an excuse. Sadly, my stomach was immune to all forms of illness. “We’ve had nothing but smooth ocean since we left. You’re more likely to experience seasickness while riding a horse than being on this ship.”

      “Food poisoning it is. Very well. Off you go.”

      “And what signal will we use if someone should come into this area?”

      The old werewolf wrinkled his nose as if sniffing for the answer. “Let’s see. What indeed … Aha! I shall groan vociferously and cough three times.”

      “And you think I shall hear that while inside the captain’s quarters?”

      “I shall do so particularly loudly, exceptionally so. Let’s stop thinking up problems, shall we?” With that, the professor squeezed past me and trundled down the corridor, his large shoes falling heavily against the flooring.

      “I certainly hope they serve tea in the brig,” I muttered to his back before turning to the work at hand.

      A tap on a button on my walking stick released a trigger. A small drawer slid out, revealing my lock pick set. The captain’s door was secured with a fairly simple mechanism. Clearly the man hadn’t expected anyone to attempt to break into his quarters. Otherwise, he would’ve installed a more sophisticated lock. Not that I was complaining. I was quite grateful for the relative level of trust exhibited by the captain. Grateful and a tad bit guilty that I was about to break it.

      “But we shall return the manifest promptly,” I whispered reassurances to myself.

      The lock opened with a sharp snick, and I eased the door ajar, just enough to slip through before closing it behind me. The captain’s quarters weren’t much bigger than my own. On one side was the sleeping area with a narrow bed. A steamer trunk rested underneath, a convenient storage for clothes and other personal items.

      On the other side of the room was an office setup: a wooden desk that looked like it had seen its fair share of adventures at sea; a small shelf above it with several sailing-related books. A piece of equipment grabbed my interest, and I hurried forward to get a closer look.

      It was a sextant, its coppery surface perfectly polished. It reminded me of a similar-looking instrument that the Society used from time to time to identify constellations of supernatural activity in a geographical area. Sadly, this one before me was of a more mundane nature, only useful for measuring the angle between the stars and the horizon as part of celestial navigation. Still, it was a beautiful piece of equipment.

      Something moved at the far end of the room, and I spun around, half-expecting to see Gideon floating before me. But it was the black cat named Cairo. It was curled up on the ledge underneath a large, circular window, basking in a weak ray of watery sunlight. It blinked its eyes sleepily at me before stretching and arching its back. Then, with the whisk of its tail, it gracefully leaped off the sill, padded toward me and wrapped itself around my boots, purring loudly.

      “You’ll have to keep it down, Cairo,” I said as I focused myself on the task.

      The cat purred agreeably and returned to its sill, where it curled up and promptly fell back asleep.

      “Lucky feline,” I said and began opening and closing drawers in the desk.

      The third one revealed a journal, its dark-brown leather surface stained with sea salt and years of use. I paused, listening for any sound of a cough. There was none, so I retrieved the journal and opened it to the front page. Written in block letters were the words I’d hoped to read: S.S. Suez Passenger Manifest.

      “It seems the good professor was correct,” I said. “As easy as any mission has ever⁠—”

      Cough.

      I tensed and regretted having spoken so soon. I held my breath and waited to see if the cough would repeat.

      Cough! Cough! … Cough, cough, cough!

      “A pox on a werewolf’s schemes.”

      Couldn’t anyone follow a simple schedule these days? Shouldn’t the captain be captaining or whatever it was called? I quietly closed the drawer, slid the journal into my purse next to the pyramid and tiptoed to the door.

      I pressed my ear against the wood and listened for the sounds of an argument or struggle. At first, I could only hear the hull creaking under its load, the bellow of the ship’s engines, distant footsteps, and gentle waves sloshing against the ship. The sounds echoed around me, distorting my sense of direction. And then, a voice slipped under the door.

      “Oi! This here is off limits to passengers, sir.”

      It was the chief engineer, or Rocky as his fellow sailors referred to him. His thick Scottish accent cut through all other background noises.

      Prof. Runal chuckled, his hearty guffaw reaching me as clearly as if he were standing on the other side of the door. “An honest mistake, sir. Truly, such mistakes do happen. I suppose I was a bit turned around. I’m looking for the tearoom.”

      “We have no tearoom, sir. Only the dining room, and midmorning tea has already been served. You’ll have to wait until lunchtime.”

      “Quite right, sir. Quite right, I shall. Perhaps you could guide me out of this maze? It’s quite confusing, all of these interlinking passageways and such.”

      “Hardly, sir. Just walk straight down that one there, and you’ll reach a set of stairs. Up you go, and you’ll see first-class quarters are there along with a door to the deck. Straightforward, mind you.”

      “Yes, but I was actually hoping to find the ship’s doctor.”

      I slapped a hand on my forehead. The professor was usually adept at keeping his stories straight, but he seemed to be confusing both his listener and himself.

      “I thought you wanted tea?” Rocky asked.

      “Tea being the miracle drink that it is, it does settle an uneasy stomach, my dear engineer, so that’s what I wanted. But as there is none, I shall have to request the ship doctor. We do have a ship doctor, don’t we? Oh, tell me we do.”

      Rocky huffed. “‘Course we do. Come with me, then. And make haste. I do have other work to do. I’m an engineer, not a tour guide.”

      “So true, sir. How very accurate indeed.”

      I waited a minute, then another until I was certain they had left the intersection. As I wasn’t as certain where the medical office was, I decided not to delay any more and started to ease open the door.

      “Keep an eye on them,” a man said a stone’s throw from the captain’s door.

      I froze, my hand still on the doorknob. Chief Engineer Rocky’s accent was distinct enough to leave no doubt he had returned with great haste from the medical office.

      “Aye aye, sir,” a gruff voice I didn’t recognize replied. It sounded like the man was chewing on gravel. “Suspicious pair, ain’t they?”

      “That they are, lad. Off you go,” Rocky said.

      How did I not hear those two approaching? The medical office must be close by for Rocky to have returned so quickly. As for the other man, he must be light on his feet. Or perhaps the ship’s various background noises had obscured the sound of their movements. Still, that was a poor excuse. I was usually more attentive than this. Prof. Runal would be so disappointed.

      But all thoughts of the professor and his displeasure disappeared when the doorknob underneath my hand began to turn. Without thinking, I reached over and flipped the lock around, hoping the man on the other side couldn’t hear the soft snick it made as it fell into place.

      The doorknob completed its turn, and the chief engineer pushed on the door, then rattled it. “Blast it.”

      I waited for him to leave. But still I couldn’t hear his footsteps. I glanced around the room, meeting Cairo’s yellow gaze. It yawned, exposing its small fangs.

      I waited for a count of ten. And just before I made the decision to open the door and take the risk, a key jingled in the lock.
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      I backed away from the door. Now what?

      “You should hide in the closet,” someone whispered behind me.

      I jumped around and almost screamed as the cat stood up and stretched.

      “You talk?” I whispered.

      “Of course. Just try to stop me.”

      Gideon shimmered into view and waved his fingers. He was sitting next to the cat, his image faded from the light streaming in from behind and through him. He gestured to a narrow closet. “There should be room in there. Just try not to breathe.”

      I didn’t have time to reconsider. Three long strides, and I opened the closet and slid in between the captain’s spare uniform and a long, heavy rain jacket. The confined space stunk of mothballs. I’d just closed the door when the other door slammed open, and someone marched into the room.

      “You’re breathing.”

      I glared at the wood pressed against my nose but dared not speak back to Gideon. I only hoped that Chief Engineer Rocky couldn’t hear or see ghosts. Otherwise, Rocky would open the closet to investigate, and how would I explain my presence in here?

      “Now where did it go?” Rocky muttered and cursed under his breath — most creatively, I must say — while rummaging through the desk drawers. He opened one after the other in quick succession and slammed them shut in frustration.

      The passenger manifest seemed to gain weight in my bag, and I held my breath.

      “Much better, Beatrice,” Gideon whispered. “Breathing is so overrated, isn’t it?”

      The man must’ve given up on the desk, for the scraping of the heavy steamer trunk being dragged across the floor filled the room.

      “Of course it’s locked. That man trusts no one. What does he think? I’m an engineer, not a thief, blast it all.”

      More scraping as the trunk was pushed, presumably back under the bed. A moment later, the door slammed shut, and the lock turned.

      I exhaled loudly. “Gideon, make yourself useful and see if there’s anyone in the corridor.”

      “That means I have to float through the door.”

      “So?”

      Gideon’s form began to shine brightly in the small closet. “I believe you mentioned it was the height of ill manners to float through solid substances such as doors and walls. And you know how important good manners are to me, not to mention your good thoughts about me.”

      “Oh, you are a difficult and tiresome creature.”

      “Say the word, and I shall float through any substance you request.”

      I opened the closet door and stumbled out, breathing in deeply. My head felt dizzy from inhaling whatever chemicals mothballs exude. “A pox on manners. Float through that door and tell me if it’s clear.”

      The rascal grinned and did an elaborate bow before skipping through the door and out of the room. I waited for a moment, expecting him to pop back in. But he didn’t.

      “I knew I should’ve resigned,” I told Cairo. “A pox on males, human and otherwise. Gideon … Gideon! Is there anyone else out there?”

      Gideon thrust his head through the door and stared at me. Behind me, the cat hissed.

      “You didn’t say anything about me coming back in and reporting,” he said.

      “It was implied. And do come in. It’s rather disconcerting seeing a head sticking out of a door as if it’s a hunting trophy.”

      “It’s all clear,” he said and retracted his head.

      I opened the door cautiously, just in case my ghostly husband was inattentive to details. One never knew with ghosts. Their perception of reality changed once they lost their body.

      But the corridor was empty, although not for long. I could hear voices approaching from a distant corner. I slipped out, closed the door behind me and hurried down the corridor, already making my excuses in case anyone found me here.

      And I almost made it, having reached the intersection with the passage leading to the stairs, when I ran straight into a sailor. We bounced off each other and collapsed against opposite walls where we stared at each other.

      “Fancy meeting you here, Sailor Clark,” I said, and paused. Standing this close to each other, the strangeness of the sailor’s energy suddenly made sense. “Although I suspect Jack might stand for Jacklyn.”

      The young sailor gasped, and the sound took on a more feminine aspect as he — or rather she — sobbed once. She then straightened and gave me a look as if daring me to prove she was anything but a regular sailor. “I don’t know what you’re talking about, miss, but you shouldn’t be in this part of the ship.”

      “Neither should you, I daresay,” I said and brushed invisible dust off of my skirt. “You needn’t worry, Jacklyn, or whatever your name really is. Your secret is quite safe with me.”

      The sailor gave up the pretense, her shoulders slouching in defeat. “The name’s Eleanor Keene. And you really won’t tell anyone?”

      “I see no reason for me to interfere in what is clearly none of my business. Although I can’t imagine why any female would want to associate with a crew of minimally washed males. It’s hardly the life I imagine any woman would want.”

      Then again, I thought, many would say the same about my lifestyle choices.

      Eleanor wiped a sleeve under her nose. “And why should adventures only be the domain of men? Do women not have hearts as equally stout and fierce as any man?”

      “Fierce, most likely. As for stout, neither one of us fits that description.” I smiled to soften my words, for I decided there and then that Eleanor Keene was in fact quite a remarkable young lady.

      “I’m fierce,” she said, then studied her shoes. “My father was deciding whether to marry me off to the neighbor or send me to a monastery. I’m the youngest of a dozen children, and there’s only so much our farm can feed.”

      “Was the neighbor so unappealing?”

      She shuddered. “He was fifty at least, and I have no intention of marrying someone who’s older than my own father.”

      “Quite right, my dear. Well, I do hope your adventures take you to a happier situation or at least a more appealing one.”

      She smiled, and I could clearly see her feminine attributes shining in that expression. “Oh, I shall. I intend to work my way onto a ship that’s sailing for the New World. I’m sure out there, I shall have a much greater opportunity to set my own course, unhindered by family limitations.”

      “Indeed, one can only hope they are more liberated than our old-world society. Since I now know your secret, perhaps I can share one of mine.”

      She nodded eagerly.

      “Someone broke into my cabin last night while I slept.”

      I waited for her gasp of horror before continuing. “I suspect the person or persons involved will try so again. Would you be kind enough to keep an ear out and let me know of any suspicious-sounding conversations or activities?”

      Eleanor lifted her chin and nodded once. “It would be my pleasure. What will you do once you find the person?”

      I liked her more and more. Her confidence that I would actually succeed in my quest softened my heart toward her. “Let me handle them.”

      “Will it involve making them walk the plank?”

      “One can only hope.”

      On that agreeable note, we went our separate ways.

      I hurried down the corridor, up the stairs and into the first-class dining room, where I found the professor waiting at our table. Lunch was not being served yet, but he had somehow convinced the waiter to bring a pot of tea.

      “Success?” he asked the moment I sat down.

      I tried not to scowl but couldn’t avoid a slight frown. I’m sure Mrs. Steward would’ve been horrified if she had seen it. Then again, my current circumstances would’ve thrown her into a nervous fit serious enough to incapacitate her for the rest of the day.

      “Yes, and no thanks to you. I was almost caught. Twice!”

      “But you succeeded, as I knew you would,” the professor said. “My faith in you has been confirmed again and again. So let’s take a look.”

      “Here?”

      “Do you see anyone around who might be suspicious? We can’t very well meet in one of our cabins.”

      I quivered at the thought. That would seem far too suspicious, even for an uncle traveling with his niece. I pulled out the passenger manifest and laid it between us.

      “Phenomenal. Tremendous! Let’s read through the names and the cabin numbers, and you make a note of any that strike us as worthy of additional attention. We can then divide the list and systematically interrogate each and every one of them.”

      “You mean have a conversation with them.”

      “Exactly what I said. Are you ready?”

      “There must be a couple hundred names on that list.”

      “We’ll focus on first class and the crew.”

      “And it will be just our luck that the thief is hiding in steerage.”

      “Which would make it that much harder for us to interrogate him, or for him to repeat the exercise of breaking into one of our cabins,” Prof. Runal said. “Now, are you quite ready?”

      I gave up on persuasion and settled into writing the list of names and cabin numbers in my notebook. “I believe we can scratch Mr. and Mrs. Spratt from the list, along with Sailor Jack Clark.”

      “As you will, Beatrice. As you will. I have a theory that the crew in general is above suspicion, since the S.S. Suez was out at sea or at foreign ports for more than a couple of months until a few days ago, and I have been followed around for well over a week. Unless there are any new crewmembers?”

      I scanned the crew listing. “All of them were aboard on the last trip except Sailor Jack Clark⁠—”

      “Whom you say is off the suspects’ list.”

      “I am certain of that. There is also a sailor named Pip. No surname given. He’s new to the crew.”

      “Perfect. Let’s see if we can identify him without drawing attention to ourselves.”

      We continued in this way until we reached the end of the list.

      “These three rooms here,” the professor said, and tapped the lines in the manifest. “All three are occupied, one by a Mrs. Twitcher, one by Miss Devin, and the third … Most peculiar.”

      I looked up as a waiter passed by far too close for discretion’s sake. “We need to finish up, sir.”

      “Yes, yes, my dear. We shall. We shall indeed. This third room says it’s occupied, but no name has been given.”

      “Someone who values privacy?”

      “And I can’t blame the person for wanting it, not at all. But a passenger manifest must list each and every person by name. At any rate, the occupants of these three rooms have a comment added to their details. They have each requested to have all their meals delivered to their cabins. This seems suspicious, don’t you think?”

      “Indubitably. About as suspicious as the chocolate pudding.”

      Prof. Runal looked up. “What did the pudding do?”

      “Nothing, sir. You were saying?”

      “Just that, Beatrice. I suggest we target those three specifically. I shall leave them to you.”

      “To me?”

      “Indeed. For two are female, which makes me suspect the unknown third passenger is also a woman. And it would hardly be appropriate for me to be knocking on their doors.”

      I sighed and stared at the list of thirty first-class passengers and twenty crewmembers. A good thing we weren’t interviewing steerage passengers, as they numbered close to two hundred.

      “Very well,” I said. “I’ll take the women, you take the men.”

      “Oh, no, my dear Beatrice. That will never do. Men are far more likely to provide information to a young, innocent-looking woman than to a hulk such as myself. They won’t give me the time of day, unless we meet in the smoking room, and the stench of burning plant matter is reprehensible in close quarters.”

      All pretense that this was a holiday in the sun vanished as the professor laid out his plan. He would interview the senior crew while I focused on the first-class passengers who were either women or were accompanied by a woman. After some argument, he finally agreed to handle any passengers who were single males. I’d sift through the sailors to see which ones I could easily approach, and which ones I’d leave to him. That gave him a list of eleven, and twenty-three for me.

      “This will take the full two weeks at this rate,” I complained as we finished divvying up the list.

      “Nonsense. Not at all. Take advantage of the tea breaks. That’s when the formal sitting arrangements aren’t quite so rigid. Oh, and the captain mentioned that he’s organized a card game for the women tonight. Now that should be a fine opportunity indeed. Why, you can eliminate at least half your list in one go! I strongly encourage you to join that game.”

      And by encourage, he meant an order.

      “What shall we do with the manifest?” I said as I closed it and tapped its cover.

      Prof. Runal stared at me, his caterpillar eyebrows inching up his forehead in surprise. “Why, we must return it to the captain’s quarters immediately, of course. Before he finds it missing. We can’t have that, now can we?”

      “Of course.”

      “And I shall leave it to your discretion, my dear, as I have an appointment with Chief Steward Stewart this very moment.”

      “But—”

      The old werewolf tapped the side of his nose and waggled his hairy caterpillar eyebrows. “Then again, I needn’t worry. That’s quite a secret you have.”

      “What?” My hand fell to my jacket pocket and felt the outline of my pillbox.

      “You shan’t be alone, now shall you? What with Mr. Gideon Knight back at your side.”

      My shoulders sagged. “Of course, sir.”
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      Returning the passenger manifest to its rightful owner wasn’t nearly as fraught with danger as stealing it was. I sent Gideon ahead of me to scout out the passageways, but not before he pouted and made a show of how I abused him for his talents.

      “You’re treating me as if I’m little more than your personal scout,” he said, his bottom lip poking out in a sulk. “This is not at all how I imagined our reunion to be.”

      I waved him ahead of me. “I’d rather we not discuss what you imagined.”

      He turned and floated backward so he could face me. Sighing, he placed a hand over his heart, or at least the location where his heart would’ve been had he had a body. “But I had such magnificent plans, my dear wife. Surely you want to hear them? It starts with⁠—”

      “Absolutely not. Because I’m sure whatever scheme you concocted is not entirely suitable for polite conversation.”

      “Of course it isn’t,” he said and snorted derisively. “Polite conversation is terribly overrated.”

      “Gideon, go search the corridors.”

      He spun around and sank through the closest wall. I believed he did that on purpose, knowing how I felt about that trick. There was only one thing worse than a rude ghost, and that was a messy corpse. Of course, running out of tea leaves would definitely make the top of the list of horrors I intended to avoid at all cost.

      Gideon’s head appeared out of the wall. “All clear.”

      I ignored his whispery laughter as I stalked down the corridor. It was a good thing I was returning the book, because I had neglected to lock the captain’s door behind me in my rush to escape. I took great care to position the journal in the exact way I had found it. Closing the drawer carefully, I was about to exit the room when a voice shouted out, “Stop right there!”

      I froze, hand on the doorknob.

      “Now what is it?” Rocky asked. “I’m due for a break, and I intend to take it, blast it all.”

      “Sorry, sir. Captain needs you. One of the first-class passengers had a bit of an upset.”

      “What’s it to me? I’m an engineer, not a doctor.”

      The first man chuckled. “Can’t say, sir, but he asked for you.”

      The two walked away, exchanging good-natured banter about the stupidity of the passengers. Their overall consensus was the bigger the wallet, the smaller the brains, or something to that effect.

      “It’s all clear, in case you were wondering,” Gideon said as he leaned through the door.

      “You vex me, Gideon,” I said. “You’re doing this on purpose.”

      He opened his eyes wide in a mockery of innocence. “Who, me? How could I ever be a bother to my beloved wife? I’m simply doing as I was told. Keeping a lookout.”

      I locked the door this time and made it to the deck without any additional misadventures.

      As the afternoon proceeded, I managed to cross off a few more names from my list. I glanced at the bottom three names, the mystery passengers who had yet to leave their rooms. If I was at all lucky, those three would be at the ladies’ card game that evening. Then again, Lady Luck and I were not well acquainted. I wasn’t sure what I did to offend her, but she tended to avoid my company.

      Eventually, I tired of all the strolls I’d taken on deck and decided I’d earned a few hours of solitary confinement.

      I’d seen no sign of the steerage passengers, which proved Prof. Runal’s point. They had their own deck, albeit much smaller and closer to the waves, and never had reason or permission to ascend beyond that. I made a mental note to ask my new friend Eleanor Keene if she could provide me some information about those less fortunate individuals.

      After dinner, I bade Prof. Runal good luck as he accompanied some of the men to the bar for drinks and manly discussions about polo and fashionable cravats, or whatever men discussed when alone. The waiters, under the keen eye of Chief Steward Stewart, rearranged the tables in the dining room until there were three large settings for the ladies to gather around. A waiter sat at each table with the cards before him.

      Soon, all three tables were full of ladies clutching their cards and gossiping. More attention was paid to the gossip than the cards, as was evident by the mounting piles of chips in front of the card dealers. Obedient to Prof. Runal’s requests, I circulated between all three tables, joining conversations whenever possible, squinting at each of the women in turn as I asked them innocent questions such as, “What does your husband or family do?” and, “Have you much interest in antiquities?”

      Most of the women freely shared insipid responses, such that I immediately scratched their names off of the list. If they or their husbands were involved in anything more nefarious than ridiculous fashion, unhealthy diets and obscene gossip, then I was not seeing it.

      As we entered our third round of games, Lady Larrona strolled into the room as if she owned it. And the way she was dressed, she very well might. She’d exchanged her feather boa for a fur wrap and stood on shoes so tall I marveled how she could maintain her balance. She kept her chin high so that she peered down her straight nose at everyone seated around the tables, as if she was far too superior to join us, the first-class rabble.

      I waited for her to take a seat and was pleasantly surprised when she sat at my table, selecting a chair close to mine. She acknowledged none of us but held her hand out imperiously for a set of cards. The card dealer obliged, then set the bets.

      “Exciting, isn’t it?” I said to open the conversation as I leaned past the woman sitting between us and stared at her. No paranormal glimmer lit up her energy field, but she was by no means an innocent passenger.

      She glanced at me, her lips quirking upward in a cruel smile. “If you say so. What business have you here?”

      “I imagine the same as yours. A game of cards to pass the evening.”

      “Yes. One must entertain oneself as best one can, mustn’t one?”

      I smiled. “Indeed, one must. So what takes you to Cairo?”

      “I have business interests. And you?”

      “An educational tour with my uncle.”

      The woman sitting between us excused herself and retreated to the powder room. I used the opportunity to change seats.

      “Is that what you young women call them these days,” Lady Larrona said, her smile deepening into something bordering on wicked.

      “Calling what?”

      “Men with whom they are associated. In my days, we didn’t refer to them as uncle.”

      A hot flush crept up my throat and flushed my cheeks. “I assure you, nothing of that nature is happening between myself and my uncle.”

      She waved a hand vaguely at me and clucked her tongue. “Now, now, young lady. There’s no need for us to maintain the conventions of our restrictive society. We are in international waters and thus are free of any such male-imposed foolishness. But if you wish to maintain the pretense, then your uncle he shall be.”

      I snapped my mouth shut before I said anything else. Her gloating expression suggested she was trying to bait me. But why? I could think of only one response: she had her suspicions about me, just as I had about her.

      “And would you look at that?” She laid down her cards. “I do believe I’ve won this round.”

      I nodded at her as she stood to leave. “Yes, it seems you have. But there are many more rounds ahead of us.”
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      At breakfast, Prof. Runal inquired after my evening, then informed me he had conversed with several of the gentlemen passengers, none of whom seemed or smelled suspicious.

      “But I did play cards with the captain,” he added. “I hope he’s a better sailor than a card player. He couldn’t win a round if Lady Luck sat on his head.”

      “My, such an appealing image,” I murmured.

      I hastily finished my meal and retreated to my cabin with a pot of tea and my list. I wanted to refine my thoughts and identify the most likely villains.

      I managed to eliminate most of the female first-class passengers and their husbands, brothers or uncles. But Lady Larrona, she of the red-feathered boa, had rapidly crept to the top of my suspect list. In addition, the three guests who had yet to leave their cabins were also on the short list.

      It seemed Prof. Runal was correct: I would have to find some excuse with which to lure them out of their cabins, or encourage them to invite me in. Neither one of those prospects struck me as desirable. Necessary, yes. But I’d rather sit across from Lady Larrona and lose card games than intrude upon another’s privacy.

      There was also the new sailor Pip. I was fairly certain that my young Eleanor Keene, masquerading as a boy, was innocent of any crime apart from disguising her gender. But Pip was an unknown quantity. I decided to track him down and interview him first. If I was lucky, he’d be the culprit, and I could ignore the existence of the three privacy-seeking guests.

      While I’m not one to talk excessively about the weather, in this case it played an important role. The ocean’s calm surface was rapidly transforming as a heavy wind stirred the surface into a frothing madness. Waves of ever-increasing size slapped against the ship, buffeting it back and forth, while a cold dampness whistled across the deck. So much for our holiday in the sun.

      As a result of the inclement weather, none of the other passengers dared venture outside for a promenade around the deck. Occasionally, a sailor would hustle past me, racing between one task and another. I decided to use the privacy created by the angry sky to get some fresh air while attempting to solve the pyramid’s true purpose.

      I found a quiet corner tucked behind one of the life rafts. I leaned against the small boat and stared across the railing at the white-capped waves.

      “You aren’t considering jumping, are you, Beatrice, love?” Gideon whispered as he manifested to one side of me.

      “I almost did, you startled me so. I’ve already informed you how I detest this habit.”

      “Which one? Walking through walls? Appearing dramatically before you?”

      “Both.”

      He chuckled and joined me in studying the ocean’s surface. “Looks like we’re heading toward a storm.”

      “And what would you know of the matters of ship-craft and sailing?”

      He shrugged. “I know a great many things, Beatrice. I’m more than just a pretty face, you know.”

      I kept my mouth firmly shut in case I impulsively said something that could land me into more trouble than I was already in. Instead, I pressed my back against the life raft and retrieved the small pyramid.

      “That looks entertaining. What is it?”

      I held the strangely shaped box in front of my face. “At a glance, it is little more than an ornament, although apparently it’s the key to ending a war. I’m not entirely convinced on the matter. But Prof. Runal⁠—”

      “That old dog,” Gideon said and pretended to spit over the railing.

      “There’s no need for foul behavior, Gideon. It’s not his fault he stinks like a wet dog.”

      “I wasn’t referring to his smell.”

      I didn’t comment on the strange statement. I had enough experiences with ghosts to know how their thoughts started to stray into paranoia and fantasy. The separation of body and spirit did strange things to the mind.

      “Your personal issues with the professor notwithstanding, I would like you to practice a certain degree of manners. Without manners, we are nothing better than animals.”

      Gideon smirked and winked. “My dear Beatrice, we are animals.”

      “Speak for yourself.” I did my best to ignore his subsequent unsavory comment and studied the pyramid.

      It was made of wood, but a type I’d never seen before. Its surface had a golden red sheen. The grain was so smooth, it felt more like silk than wood. It was a perfect replica of the Great Pyramid of Giza. I suspected that if I counted all of the small blocks, the number would be exactly the same as the original giant pyramid. That in itself showed great craftsmanship and an attention to detail I couldn’t help but admire.

      “I wonder how this replica is supposed to be a key,” I said as I turned the pyramid around. “I can’t imagine a keyhole the shape of a prism.” My voice was snatched away by a heavy gust of wind, and I shivered.

      “Beatrice, I don’t want you dying of pneumonia,” Gideon said. “Who would I haunt if you were gone? Perhaps you would do us both the favor of returning to the warmer interior?”

      “A little bit of cold isn’t going to kill me, Gideon.”

      He fussed and continued talking, but I was no longer paying any attention. I found several seams in the otherwise flawless pyramid. “A box, perhaps? Or … I do believe this is a puzzle.”

      “You’re the puzzle,” Gideon said.

      “Perhaps there’s literally a key inside of it, which would make more sense than the pyramid itself being the key. If I can open this puzzle, we can store its contents in a safer place.”

      “And which place would that be?”

      I waved a hand at Gideon. “I could put it on a necklace and hide it under my shirt.”

      Gideon floated in front of me. “I should hope that’s a very safe place indeed.”

      As I fiddled with the pyramid that was maybe a puzzle, something brushed against my legs. I’m not the squeamish sort, but I couldn’t prevent a slight squeak and a jump which caused me to bump against the life raft.

      Cairo sat by my boots, tail tucked neatly around its legs. It purred and slapped a paw against my boots.

      “It looks like you have a new best friend,” Gideon said. “Should I be jealous?”

      “You’re dead. Of course you shouldn’t.”

      “There’s no need to rub it in.” His pout was the last thing to fade from view as he left me with the cat.

      I bent down and stroked the animal. Its purr grew louder, and I smiled.

      “I can see why people like to keep cats around. Apart from their useful function of removing rats from a ship, they are actually quite pleasant.”

      As if agreeing with me, Cairo rubbed its head against my hand, encouraging me to scratch behind its pointed ears.

      After a few moments of mutual enjoyment, I focused again on the puzzle. “Perhaps if I try to twist it this way.” Something clicked when I did. I paused and shook the pyramid. Nothing rattled. I could only hope I hadn’t broken it.

      “Fancy meeting you here, Miss Knight.”

      The cat arched its back, I instinctively thrust the pyramid under one armpit and crossed my arms over my chest as I straightened. Lady Larrona stood off to one side, watching me.

      “Indeed. I find such weather bracing and invigorating,” I said.

      The woman smirked and glanced down at Cairo. “I never could understand why anyone likes these vermin.”

      The cat hissed and darted away. I wished I could do the same.

      “Would you care to join me on a circumambulation of the deck?” Lady Larrona asked, her gaze scanning me up and down as if searching for something.

      “I shall have to decline your kind invitation this time. I’ve been out here longer than I expected, and I believe a cup of tea is in order. But you enjoy your stroll.”

      “A pity. Of all the female companions I could have, you strike me as one of the more intelligent and interesting ones.”

      “You compliment me too much. Perhaps we shall dine together at a later point.”

      “Perhaps we shall.” She slowly spun around and sauntered away. I watched her go, frowning at her decision to investigate around the life raft. This was not a normal location for any passenger to loiter.

      I was under no illusion. She didn’t come out here in search of my company. So what had she been doing?
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      “I intend to break into the cabins of Lady Larrona and her companion Lord Voleur,” I confided to Prof. Runal over lunch.

      He chuckled as if I’d shared the most entertaining joke. “I admire your gumption, my dear. Truly a delight. What makes you believe they are suspects at all?”

      “I can’t imagine how they aren’t. Do you not see them?” I tilted my head to the side. “Look at them! They’re always bent over the table, conversing in strange whispers.”

      “As are we, it seems.”

      “I only wish you would whisper.” I frowned at the professor.

      His laugh bounced around the dining room, causing heads to turn. “You needn’t worry about them. Not that they are innocent of crime. Not at all. A suspicious couple, indeed. But I don’t feel we need to concern ourselves with them, not when it comes to the pyramid.”

      “If you say so.” My tone suggested I was anything but convinced.

      “Have you been able to track down the elusive sailor Pip?”

      “He’s next on my list.” I couldn’t help but glance toward the far corner, catching Lady Larrona’s smirking gaze.

      “Jolly good, Beatrice.” Prof. Runal clapped his hands and rubbed them vigorously. “I’ve managed to meet with most of the senior staff. A solid group, I must say.”

      “There was something strange about Rocky.”

      The professor’s caterpillar eyebrows lifted upward. “What rock do you refer to, Beatrice?”

      “Not a rock, sir. The chief engineer.”

      “Ah, yes. He has a charming nickname, if I recall.”

      “He’s referred to as Rocky. He and one of the sailors seem to suspect two people of nefarious activities. And I’m wondering to whom they were referring.”

      “I’m sure I don’t know.”

      “Could they mean us?”

      Prof. Runal tipped back in his chair. The poor, spindly legs creaked in protest. I winced in anticipation, but they held the weight by some small miracle.

      “Not possible, Beatrice. There’s nothing at all suspicious about us, not a bit.”

      “Actually, sir⁠—”

      “At any rate, the chief engineer didn’t greet my queries with any leeriness. But I suppose it doesn’t hurt to keep an eye or two on him. Who was the other chap?”

      “I’m not sure, but I’d recognize his voice. It was distinct.”

      “Excellent. Make a note of them, then.”

      I sighed and added Rocky and “sailor with gravelly voice” to the suspect list.

      After lunch, we parted ways. I wandered around the deck and the corridors until by chance I met up with my new sailor friend, Eleanor, on the windy side of the deck.

      “I need an introduction from you,” I said as a way of greeting.

      Eleanor glanced around, as if concerned anyone else would be out and about in the inclement weather. “I’m very much at the bottom of the hierarchy here, Miss Knight,” she whispered.

      “I suspect the person I want to see isn’t much higher. A sailor named Pip.”

      Eleanor shuddered. “Oh, no, Miss Knight. You don’t want to meet up with him.”

      “Your reaction confirms my intention and gives me hope. I very much desire to meet him. Is he dangerous?”

      She nodded her head, her eyes wide with fear. “A scary fellow. He’s huge and mean as well.”

      I smiled. “All the better, then. I must meet with him at once.”

      Eleanor whimpered. “You are a most peculiar woman, Miss Knight.”

      “Why, thank you. But your compliments are entirely unnecessary. Please escort me to Pip’s work station.”

      “He’s in the engine room right now, assisting Rocky. Or at least that’s usually where he is. He doesn’t leave that floor very often.”

      “Then to the engine room we shall proceed.”

      “But it’s off limits.”

      “That only makes it more interesting. Point me in the direction, and I shall pretend I was looking for a powder room.”

      “Do you think they shall believe you mistook the engine room for a powder room?” my little sailor friend asked.

      I chuckled. “Oh, my dear Eleanor. Men will believe anything when it comes to women, particularly if it reinforces their belief that women are the weaker and less intelligent member of the human species. I merely have to blink my eyes a few times, express shock and dismay at my current situation, and threaten to faint. Even the most hardened men will believe that I am capable of confusing a foul-smelling, loud engine room for something else.”

      “Really?”

      “I swear it’s true. However, we shall still use some discretion in case a kindhearted crewmember tries to redirect us. Now, let’s proceed.”

      We scuttled through the corridors, going deeper into the bowels of the ship. Whenever anyone approached, we ducked into a room or behind a wall until the person — usually a sailor — passed us by. We very soon left all pretense of first-class lifestyle. The air became heavy and dank, the walls infused with the odor of men who spent too long at sea.

      By the time the heavy thunk of the steam engine smothered all other sounds, I was wiping my forehead and yearning to return to the cool, breezy deck. Eleanor had to shout in order for me to hear her.

      “There’s the door, miss.” She pointed straight ahead of us and quite unnecessarily, I must add.

      A metal plaque clearly stated, “Engine Room. Crew Only.” Below that was another sign: “Stay out. Dangerous machinery.” In case anyone was illiterate, there was also a white palm inside a red circle.

      “Thank you, Eleanor. I must admit that was easier than I anticipated. Disappointingly so.”

      Eleanor hesitated. “But it clearly says this is the engine room, and it’s only for staff. How will you convince the men you’re lost and confused?”

      I patted her shoulder. “That part is a piece of cake. Leave it to me. Humans have a tendency to believe what they want to believe.”

      “Humans?”

      “Huge men, of course. That’s what I meant.” Before she could interrogate me on my linguistic slip, I again thanked her for her assistance and hurried toward the door.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter Seventeen


          

        

      

    

    
      By the time I reached the door and its warning signs, Eleanor had abandoned me to my madness. It was for the best, as I could tell she wasn’t nearly adept at the art of feminine manipulation as a young woman needed to be to survive in this world of men.

      I’d thought it was deafening outside the room. My definition of noise changed dramatically the moment I opened the heavy door. A barrage of sound assaulted me, and my ears began to ring with the cacophony of mechanical works.

      The clanks and thunks of heavy machinery, the hiss of steam, the relatively muted shout of a man communicating with another: all of it combined with the stench of oil and sweat. The sheer ferocity of it all overwhelmed my senses and almost persuaded me to abandon my mission.

      Perhaps I could find sailor Pip in a more congenial location, I thought.

      Instead, I pushed myself forward and closed the door behind me. There was no natural light in here, no windows to provide a glimpse of open ocean and clear skies. There was only darkness, stench and the clamor of the ship’s heart. It took a moment for my eyesight to adjust, after which I followed the sound of men bellowing at each other.

      I knew it was sailor Pip the moment I saw him. He was the only one I hadn’t yet seen of all of the sailors. Perhaps the chief engineer kept him out of sight for a reason. And the reason was now very evident: the man was monstrous.

      He was an equal match in stature to Prof. Runal, who was himself no small creature. Sailor Pip’s arms were thicker than both of my thighs put together. His back was wide, heavily muscled and slightly hunched. As for his legs, I’ve seen smaller tree trunks. Numerous scars crisscrossed his features, as if battles had been fought across the surface of his face.

      He was stripped to the waist, wearing only a dingy undershirt. Tattoos covered his exposed arms. I squinted at him, but there was only human energy there. Still, that energy was intimidating enough.

      No wonder Eleanor had warned me against meeting Pip.

      Before I could decide to venture forward or retreat, the man straightened, rolled back his shoulders and turned. He held a wrench longer than my arm in one hand, and his face was furrowed into a stormy frown.

      He glanced up when I took a step back, and his frown deepened. “What’s you doin’ here?” he yelled.

      Although he shouted at me in order to be heard over the engine, he still sounded violently angry.

      I tried blinking and smiling demurely, but my charms were lost in the shadowy lighting. So I tightened my grip on my walking stick. In my line of work, one does not simply wilt away at the sight of a physically superior specimen. My experience has proven to me that physical size has very little to do with prowess and the ability to win a fight. Nonetheless, I would be lying if I suggested I wasn’t a tad bit alarmed. Still, the mission had to proceed.

      “May I have a word, Mr. Pip?” I asked, maintaining a polite tone. Fear of dismemberment or other inconveniences was no excuse for poor manners.

      “What?”

      I cleared my throat and shouted back, “I have a question or two. Do you mind?” I indicated the door, which would provide an exit from the oppressive air.

      He glanced around, as if searching for a reason to either ignore me or pummel me with the wrench. Finding none, he shrugged and slouched toward me. The deck rumbled with the force of the engine, but I was quite certain that if we were in any other location, the rumbling would be from the man’s heavy boots crashing against the floorboards.

      “Follow me,” he grumbled loudly as he passed me.

      I didn’t argue. The moment we stepped into the corridor, I sighed in relief and sagged against the wall. The door sealed off the worst of the noise. Compared to the air in that room, out here was a sweet breath of spring.

      “What does you want?” Pip asked in his distinct gravelly voice. He was the unknown sailor who had shared suspicions with the chief engineer about a couple of the passengers.

      I glanced at his ragged features. He was even more fearsome out here, now that I could see him clearly. He still clutched the wrench in one hand. With one swing, he could effortlessly knock me into oblivion. And then what would Gideon say? He had expressly forbidden me to die on this ship, not that he had anything to do with my decision to live or not.

      I discreetly maneuvered my walking stick so I could lift it to block a blow. “I’m not sure if you heard, but someone broke into my cabin last night.”

      His ferocious expression didn’t alter. He waited for me to continue rather than provide the socially acceptable murmur of sympathy or shock.

      “And I’m attempting to discover if anyone has any information on the event.” I paused and let the silence stretch between us.

      Humans were notoriously uncomfortable with silence. At least, most humans were. If you kept quiet long enough, your conversational partner would jump into the emptiness of words and say something — anything — to fill the gap. And more often than not, what they said or didn’t say communicated a significant amount.

      Not so with sailor Pip. He remained unconcerned by the conversational void growing between us. He didn’t move or so much as twitch in discomfort.

      I exhaled heavily in frustration at his obstinate restraint. “So I was wondering if you perhaps knew anything about it.”

      “Why me?”

      I didn’t mean to, but my gaze dropped to the grotesque tattoos covering his arms. One in particular attracted my attention. While I was no expert on the ways of the sea, I suspected a skull and crossbones was not the sort of tattoo most sailors would select.

      “That’s an unusual image to permanently ink on one’s arm,” I said and tipped my head toward his left arm.

      He covered the skull with a thick, heavy hand. “What of it?”

      “None of the other sailors have it.”

      “So?”

      Good grief. It was easier to extract blood from stone than an answer from this man. I decided to go ahead with my suspicion. “Were you once a pirate, Pip?”

      Those words were a more potent key than my lock pick set. The hardened expression covering his heavily scarred face immediately crumbled into despair. He dropped the wrench, slapped his hands over his face and began to sob. His shoulders shook with the force of his tears.

      “Oh, miss, please don’t be tellin’ no one. It’s a horrid life. And I ain’t proud of it. Not a bit. I barely escaped. And Rock’s⁠—”

      “What rock?”

      “The chief engineer. He’s all heart. So generous. Ain’t told no soul who I is, or where I comes from. But now you know!” With a wordless wail, he sank to the floor and hugged his bent legs, hiding his face behind his knees.

      As intimidating and horrifying as he was before, this new side of the pirate presented me with a whole new level of terror. I stepped away from him, wondering what I should do now. Perhaps he wouldn’t notice if I ran away.

      “I swears I ain’t got nothin’ to do with it,” Pip said, his voice hiccupping with the effort of saying more than three words in a sentence. “I swears, but not in front of you, miss. I’d never do nothin’ like that. That’s why Rocky, he keeps me here. Ain’t got no cause to go up to the top deck. Not even to steerage. You asks him. Asks me bunkmates. Please don’t tells the captain. They’ll toss me off at the next port, and then them pirates, they’ll finds me. And you knows what they do to pirates who abandon a pirate ship? Do you?”

      I’d been gradually retreating during his rather lengthy and painful speech. I froze when he stopped ranting. He peered up at me, his face covered in tears. I risked another step backward, desperately wishing I had never descended to this place.

      “I believe you. Truly. There’s not a doubt in my mind. Now please stop crying, or I might be forced into a swoon in order to escape the extreme awkwardness of the situation.”

      In an effort to assist him, I rummaged around in my purse and removed an unused handkerchief. I fluttered the fabric in front of his face until he clutched it in one of his hands. The handkerchief almost disappeared inside that giant grasp.

      “Thank you, miss. You’s so kind. Truly all heart.”

      “I wouldn’t go that far,” I muttered.

      “I ain’t deservin’ it. But thank you.” He wiped the handkerchief across his face, smearing a dark, oily streak across the white fabric. He then blew his nose so noisily that I decided there and then he should keep the handkerchief.

      “Do you have any idea who it could be, then?” I asked, almost not caring about his response. I simply wanted to escape this place and return to my cabin.

      He shook his head. “No, miss. But if I finds that person, I’ll toss him o’er the rails me self.”

      “While I deeply admire the sentiment, if not the actual deed, I’d prefer to question the suspect before we make him walk the plank.”

      After reassuring me that he wouldn’t go to that extreme without my permission, I left him with the handkerchief and hurried upstairs for some fresh air.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter Eighteen


          

        

      

    

    
      That evening at dinner, I was saved from overindulging in pudding by an unusual invitation.

      The plates from the main course had just been cleared, and I was eyeing the options for dessert. Creme caramel, chocolate cake or chocolate pudding. I glanced around and wondered if anyone apart from my stomach would notice if I indulged myself and ordered a plate of each. I’d feel the impact later that night, but sometimes sacrifices must be made for the greater good. And I could think of no greater good than two desserts involving chocolate.

      Just then, one of the waiters approached and held out a silver tray, upon which lay a folded card. “For you, Miss Knight.”

      I exchanged surprised looks with Prof. Runal. Accepting the card, I opened it.

      “This is most singular,” I said as I quietly read the contents in the card.

      “Well, then. Let’s have it. Do tell!” Prof. Runal said and rubbed his hands.

      I read it out loud: “I has info mashin⁠—”

      “What’s a mashin?”

      “I believe the writer meant information.”

      “That makes more sense. Carry on.”

      “Meet me in engine room. Quick. Alone. Your friend.”

      “Who could it be from?” the professor asked as I turned the card around in search of a signature.

      “Based on the roughness of the penmanship, I suspect it’s my new friend, pirate Pip.”

      The bushy caterpillar eyebrows crawled up the professor’s wide forehead. “A pirate, no less? My, my. I must say I’m impressed by your natural ability to make acquaintances in all quarters. Impressed, indeed, my dear Beatrice.”

      “He was hardly a pirate. In fact, I’m amazed he’s managed this long as a lowly sailor. But he did offer to toss my assailant over the railing if we should find him.”

      “Here, here,” the professor said and lifted a glass in a toast. “Pirates are a difficult lot of cutthroats, but make stalwart friends if they don’t kill you first. I’ve known one or two in my time. Fine fellows, apart from their tendency to loot and pillage other ships. That’s a minor inconvenience for such a fantastic and fascinating acquaintance.”

      “I quite concur, sir. And now, if you will please excuse me. There seems to be a certain urgency in the matter.”

      Prof. Runal nodded in agreement, then ordered two helpings of all the dessert options. I envied him, for he could do so without causing a stir amongst the waitstaff. If I were to order more than a half portion of anything, there would certainly be judgmental looks.

      I buttoned up my jacket, slipped out of the dining room and hurried down the various levels to the bowels of the ship. The door was ajar when I reached the corridor to the engine room. The pounding of machinery echoed around me, magnified by the narrow confines.

      Taking a last breath of relatively fresh air, I entered the room and closed the door behind me. The stench of oil and sweat clung to my skin and nostrils as if I’d been dipped in a puddle of the foul concoction.

      “Pip?” I shouted.

      A scuffling noise alerted me to the presence of another.

      Perhaps this wasn’t such a wise idea, after all, I thought.

      Too late. The sense of a looming presence caused me to glance over my shoulder just as someone leaped out of the shadows. I staggered forward as the person’s weight landed squarely on my back. Strong arms wrapped around my neck, and I fell heavily onto the slippery floor. My face landed in a puddle of oily water, and I gagged as some of it slipped across my lips and into my mouth.

      Meanwhile, my arms were trapped beneath me along with my walking stick. My assailant kept one arm firmly around my neck, tightening, until I could barely breathe between the combination of oily water, fumes and the constriction against my throat.

      I kicked my legs back and forth until my boots connected with a piece of machinery to one side. Using the leverage, I forced myself to roll over, dragging the assailant with me.

      “Who’s there?” a male voice shouted.

      “Help!” I screamed, but my voice was frail with the pressure against my neck.

      “Hello?”

      Rather than waste energy on speech, I rolled and wrestled with my assailant. And just when I was about to gain the upper hand, he snatched my bag off my shoulder and kicked himself free of my grip. My assailant had already dashed away when pirate Pip appeared out of the noisy gloom and squatted next to me.

      “Is you all right, miss? Did you slip? Do you needs a doc?”

      He helped me sit up while I struggled to breathe. I kept shaking my head at his questions and gesturing toward the door.

      “You wants air?” Before I could protest, the giant man scooped me up as if I was a child and lumbered toward the door. He yanked it open, stepped out into the corridor and let the door close softly behind him as he lowered me to the ground.

      “Someone else,” I gasped while trying to inhale deeply.

      Pip’s scarred face was now level with mine. “There be someone else needin’ the doc?”

      “No. The assailant. He was in there with me.”

      My dear pirate stood up with a cry and puffed out his chest. “Is he? I’ll knock ‘im to bits. I’ll toss ‘im to the sharks. I’ll⁠—”

      “He’s gone.”

      “Oh.” Pip deflated and sat down across from me. “I just missed ‘im, then.”

      I nodded, my throat still raw from the fumes and my attacker’s grip.

      “You ain’t hurt too bad, is you? What did he do?”

      I shook my head and pulled out the invitation card. “Did you write this for me?”

      Pip looked at his large, clunky boots and refused to take the card. “No, miss. Truth be told, I ain’t got any learnin’. Can’t write. Can’t read, neither. Not even signs. Rocky showed me how to do everythin’. Good man, that one.”

      I opened up the card and stared at the rough, scrolling handwriting. “I’m sorry I thought it was you. And I’d hoped you had some information. That’s what the invitation promised.”

      Pip rubbed his hand against his chin. “Sounds like a trap. He got you here on yer own. He ain’t knowin’ I stay late ’til the next shift comes. Or maybe he thought ain’t no one around ‘cause of dinner.”

      “Perhaps, which means whoever sent this isn’t familiar with the ship’s schedule or the need to have someone in the engine room at all times.”

      Pip’s eyes widened. “You’s somethin’ smart, miss. You read and write and that’s very clever thinkin’, too.”

      I smiled. The man’s scarred face no longer seemed frightening. In fact, there was something almost tender about his eagerness and the compliments he bestowed upon me.

      “What’s this, now?”

      We both stared up at the man looming over us. The only reason I hadn’t noticed his approach was the noise and smell from the engine room.

      Chief engineer Rocky McIntyre glared down at us. “Well, then? I’ve asked the question of the two of you. And I expect an answer.”

      “She’s been attacked, sir,” Pip said as he stumbled to his feet. “We needs to track down the scurvy lad.”

      Rocky scowled. “Blast it, Pip. I’m an engineer, not an inspector!”

      “Be that as it may, sir,” I said. “I have no intention of allowing my assailant to wander freely among the good passengers and crew people. Besides, he stole my purse.”

      I attempted to stand, but my knees were shaking. The whole confounded situation reminded me why I had wanted to resign from my post with the Society in the first place. Was it really a suitable profession for anyone, particularly a young woman who was still young enough to remarry if she put her mind to it?

      Despite the man’s nickname, Rocky was as soft a personality as the pirate. He reached his hand down and assisted me to stand. “Miss Knight, leave it to us. We’ll find him.”

      “I do hope I’m included in that we,” I said.

      “Now, Miss Knight⁠—”

      “Don’t Miss Knight me in that tone of voice, sir,” I said. “I’m perfectly capable of handling myself despite being a woman. Besides, I believe I know who is responsible for my attacks.”

      Pip puffed out his chest again. “Point ‘im out, miss. We ain’t gonna let ‘im get away again.”

      “I’m sure you won’t.”

      “Is this your bag, miss?” Rocky asked and held up what was indeed my bag. “I found it back there in the intersection.”

      “It is! What an odd thief,” I said.

      But when Rocky lowered the bag into my hands, I realized it was no odd thief at all. Even so, I reached into the purse and felt around, just in case I was mistaken. And I prayed I was.

      I pulled my purse open widely and frantically searched the contents a second and third time.

      “You missin’ somethin’, miss?” Pip asked.

      I closed my eyes and leaned against the wall. I wasn’t the fainting type, but I was suddenly feeling quite woozy.

      “Indeed, I am. It seems my attacker is also a very particular thief.”

      Pip was right. This had been a trap, and now an agent of unknown motivation possessed the pyramid.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter Nineteen


          

        

      

    

    
      I wasn’t sure what disturbed Prof. Runal more: the disappearance of the pyramid, or the presence of two humans who now had to be included in our conversation.

      “How do we know it’s not these two who set you up?” Prof. Runal asked at the finale of my recitation of the evening’s events. He jerked his chin toward our two companions.

      “I’m sure it’s not, sir,” I said.

      We were in the chief engineer’s quarters, which were larger than mine but slightly smaller than the captain’s. It was the largest room we could access which could offer us a certain degree of privacy.

      Prof. Runal sat in the only chair available, glancing between the pirate and the chief engineer. “Are you quite sure about that?”

      Pip’s face looked like a storm cloud had met a craggy cliff. But he held his tongue and contented himself with a dark glower.

      Rocky’s expression soured, and he hadn’t been happy to begin with. “Oi, I’m quite sure. I’m an engineer, not a thief. And as for Pip, I vouch for him. He’s the most honest man I’ve yet to find.”

      Prof. Runal huffed a laugh. “If you say so. Very well. We shall go on the assumption that these two are innocent of the crime.”

      Pip grunted.

      “It’s now more urgent than ever that we find the culprit, Miss Knight,” the professor continued. “In just over a week, we will be in the Suez Canal, at which point our thief can alight with relative ease and disappear into the crowds. We’ll lose the pyramid forever.”

      The chief engineer and the pirate glanced at each other knowingly.

      “What is it, then?” Prof. Runal asked. “Out with it! I can see you’re up to something.”

      “See here, sir,” Rocky said. He rested a booted foot on his bed and leaned an elbow on the knee. “It’s not us who’re up to something. We had our suspicions before, about a certain pair.”

      Pip nodded. “You tell ‘im, chief.”

      “I intend to. This here couple, well, I’ve seen them on this route on more than one occasion. They claim to be siblings, but I have my doubts. They look nothing alike, and they’re always traveling together. They don’t always use the S.S. Suez. I believe they try out different ships in order to disguise their activities, but chief engineers chat amongst themselves. You know how it is, sir.”

      “Indeed. Indeed, I do,” the professor agreed and gestured for Rocky to continue.

      “Well, then. The lady is quite remarkable in her appearance. She certainly doesn’t blend in with the general population, even among the first-class passengers.”

      I allowed myself a moment of self-congratulatory pride. “I had suspected her all along. She’s at the top of my list.”

      “See, chief,” Pip said in his gravelly voice. “The miss, she’s a smart one.”

      “Indeed, she is,” Prof. Runal said. “You are no doubt referring to Lady Larrona and Lord Voleur. Of what crime do you accuse them?”

      “Sir, you are aware of the trade in antiquities.”

      The professor nodded, his face uncharacteristically serious. “I am, sir. A nefarious trade, indeed. Robbing the Empire of its most precious historical relics.”

      “Then you’ve also heard of a recent string of museum thefts?”

      “I have.”

      Rocky pushed away from his bed. “We suspect this couple is deeply involved in both the thefts and the resulting sale of ancient artifacts. I won’t go into all the reasoning, but we need to be keeping an eye on them.”

      “Artifacts?” I repeated and turned to the professor. “Lady Larrona caught me on the deck while I was attempting to solve the puzzle.”

      “What puzzle?” Prof. Runal asked. “This is no time for children’s games, Beatrice.”

      “The pyramid, sir. It’s actually a puzzle. Remember you said it was the key? I initially assumed you meant the pyramid itself was the key.”

      “And now?”

      “I believe if you solve the puzzle, it opens up to give you an actual key.”

      “Remarkable,” the professor boomed. “Fantastical. Continue, Miss Knight.”

      “I was on deck, tucked behind one of the life rafts. It was in a location that passengers wouldn’t naturally enter. So I was quite surprised when she made an appearance so abruptly by my side. I hid the pyramid, but it’s possible she caught a glimpse of it. In which case, her interest would have been piqued, possibly enough that she made a second attempt against me.”

      The professor nodded. “But why would she have suspected you in the first place and attempted to enter your cabin that first night?”

      For that, I had no answer. But Rocky did.

      “She must’ve observed what we did, sir. With all due respect, neither Pip nor I believed that this young lass was your niece. There’s very little family resemblance.”

      Pip nodded. “True. She’s fair and pretty. He ain’t nothin’ of that.”

      The professor grumbled under his breath but refused to comment.

      I covered my smile with a cough, then nodded at Prof. Runal’s questioning gaze.

      The professor clapped his hands once. “You’re quite right, my good sir. Miss Knight is in fact my employee. All aboveboard and legitimate, I assure you. The little piece of antiquities that Lady Larrona probably stole is critical to the survival of the British Empire’s interests in North Africa.”

      Silence descended, although it could never be truly silent on a ship at sea. The ocean’s condition was progressively worsening, and it took out its irritation on the S.S. Suez. Waves slapped heavily against the hull and tossed the ship to and fro. The walls creaked and groaned while the captain and crew battled the ever-larger waves. Rain slashed against the porthole, while the distant rumble of the engine could still be heard echoing through the floors. Even the piping seemed to resonate with all of the noises, magnifying them.

      “Well, Miss Knight,” Prof. Runal said and slapped his large hands on his thighs. “There’s nothing for it, then.”

      I sighed. “I fear you’re correct, sir.”

      Rocky straightened and blocked our exit. “What’s this?”

      “Perhaps it’s best you not know,” the professor said and stood.

      The chief engineer leaned against his door. “See here. I know I’m only the chief engineer, but I’m one of the senior staff and report directly to the captain. I can’t be having all of this nonsense happening under my watch. Now out with it.”

      “We need to retrieve that artifact,” Prof. Runal said.

      “And at the same time,” I added, “perhaps we can help you resolve your mystery.”

      Rocky narrowed his eyes, but Pip grinned. It was a frightening sight.

      “You gonna bust into them cabins, ain’t you?” the pirate asked.

      Rocky grumbled, “Blast it all, I’m an engineer, not a common thief.”

      I patted his arm. “Don’t worry, sir. We’ll make sure you’re a very uncommon thief.”
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      It was always easier breaking into a place when you were escorted by a pirate and an engineer.

      At least, that was my assumption as we four stood outside Lady Larrona’s cabin. I turned expectantly to Chief Engineer Rocky, and he to me.

      “The keys, sir,” Prof. Runal prompted.

      “Only the captain and the chief steward have the master key for the cabins,” Rocky admitted.

      “I knew this was too easy,” I said. “Can we ask Chief Steward Stewart to loan his?” I pulled out my lock pick set in anticipation of the negative response.

      Pip shook his head and crossed his arms over his chest.

      The engineer scoffed. “Him? He won’t help us, lass. He takes his job very seriously. Not that I disapprove, mind you. But it’s to the point he’d rather see the ship sink than intrude on the rights and privileges of his first-class passengers.”

      “Then it’s a jolly good thing we have no such inhibitions,” Prof. Runal said, his voice booming around us. “None at all, as a matter of fact. Isn’t that right, Miss Knight?”

      “Indeed it is, sir,” I said and put my lock picks to use.

      Pip whistled appreciatively, and I couldn’t help the flush of pleasure at the approval. The door swung open, and I stepped inside first, ignoring Rocky’s hiss of warning.

      As fashionable as Lady Larrona was in public, her cabin was a disaster zone.

      “Goodness,” I exclaimed. “Doesn’t she know what the closet is for?” I stepped over a stack of clothes and around a pile of fashionable shoes.

      “Perhaps she’s using the closet for another purpose,” Rocky said. “Maybe to hide a thing or two?”

      “Hopefully not anybody’s skeleton,” I said and dodged around a hat that had so many feathers, it looked like it was about to come alive. I reached the other side of the room without disturbing the clutter and chaos, and opened the narrow closet. Pip whistled again, and Rocky hooted.

      “Looks like we were right, lad,” he said and thumped Pip on the back. “Maybe I should be an investigator. At this rate, the brig’ll be a busy place.”

      The closet was crammed from top to bottom with carefully wrapped packages of unusual shapes and sizes. I only had to unwrap one of them for us to confirm Rocky and Pip’s suspicions. I held up a vase, clearly of ancient origin.

      “We gonna arrest ‘em now?” Pip asked. “Or can we make ‘em walk the plank? Please?”

      “I see why you like him,” the professor said under his breath to me.

      “No plank-walking allowed,” Rocky said with a certain degree of disappointment. “But we can certainly throw them into the brig without being too gentle about it, and keep them there until the authorities can collect them.”

      “Oh. Okay,” Pip said.

      He looked so crestfallen that I blurted out, “And I’m sure everyone will be happy to acknowledge your role in the arrest of the great museum thieves, Pip.”

      Rather than cheer him up, I only added to his horror. “Oh, no, miss. Ain’t no one can see me. If the pirates hear of it, they’ll wanna catch hold o’ me. I’m a disgrace to the ways of the open seas. I⁠—”

      “Poppycock,” Prof. Runal said. “You may be a disaster of a pirate, but you’re a very fine sailor indeed.”

      Pip frowned, as if he wasn’t quite sure if this was a compliment or an insult.

      I continued to unwrap packages and open boxes. “But we still have one problem, sir. It seems the pyramid isn’t among the items here.”

      “That is wretched news, terrible indeed.” The professor sighed. “It seems I shall have to resort to my backup plan, then.”

      “A backup plan, sir?”

      “One must always have a backup plan, dear Beatrice. It’s more essential than a lock pick set and tea leaves.”

      “I wouldn’t go that far, but to which backup plan do you refer?” I asked, my stomach tightening as I thought of the possibilities.

      “No need for you to worry about it, my dear. None at all.” The professor marched out of the room, leaving Rocky, the pirate and myself staring at each other in amazement.

      “I’m sure he won’t cause too much trouble,” I tried to reassure the chief engineer and myself.

      “I should hope he causes no trouble at all,” Rocky retorted.

      I hesitated and nibbled at my lower lip. “To be honest, I cannot promise you that⁠—”

      “What!” a woman’s shriek rudely interrupted me.

      I jumped to my feet, clutching a ceramic statue that was probably older than the British Empire and stared at Lady Larrona’s astonished expression.

      Not only was she fashionable, but she was also quick in mind and on her feet. She spun around and raced down the corridor before we could react to her presence.

      “Now where do you think you can go? We’re on the ocean, m’lady!” Chief Engineer Rocky shouted before bustling after her.

      “Maybe she’s gonna jump the ship,” Pip said before trotting after Rocky. “Wait for me. I wanna see!”

      “I’ll keep looking through the loot,” I called after them. Chasing after villains once the mystery was solved was dreadfully anticlimactic.

      A thorough search of the cabin resulted in a great many pieces of valuable art and antiquities, but no small pyramid. By the time I had repackaged all the items, the captain appeared, his bearded face redder than I remembered it.

      “Who would’ve guessed?” Captain McCormick huffed as he stared at the narrow bed which was covered in wrapped-up valuables. “A master thief, on my ship.”

      “Did they catch her?”

      “They did, and her accomplice, that rascal Lord Voleur. All thanks to you, Miss Knight. I should’ve suspected something. He won far too many of our card games. Probably cheated.”

      I decided not to repeat the professor’s comment regarding the captain’s complete inability to win a card game even if Lady Luck sat on his head. Instead, I murmured some polite words, briefly described the artifacts recovered and left him to his work.

      Disappointed at the loss of the pyramid but buoyed by the successful arrest of the museum thieves, I wandered the deck in search of Prof. Runal. It was late in the evening, the sky dark with storm clouds that had yet to make good on their threatening appearance. A cool, gusty wind nipped at my face and hands.

      A few other passengers were taking an after-dinner constitutional, and we nodded at each other as I passed them. Mrs. Spratt suggested I stroll with her and Mr. Spratt, but I mumbled an excuse and continued on my way.

      I was about to return to my cabin after failing to find the professor when I heard an aggressive shout, followed by a kerfuffle. It sounded like two men wrestling with an enraged bull. I was fairly certain the S.S. Suez didn’t have any livestock onboard, but I could only pray it did.

      “You’re under arrest for sabotage, sir!” one of the men yelled.

      “Oh, bother,” I said.

      Hoping I was wrong but dreading that I wasn’t, I ran in the direction of the noise. Pip and Rocky appeared around the side of a life raft. Between them was a slightly disheveled but defiant Prof. Runal.

      I skidded to a stop in front of them. “What is the meaning of this?”

      “Apologies, Miss Knight,” Rocky said.

      I glanced at Pip, who refused to meet my gaze.

      “Don’t apologize to me, sir,” I said. “Apologize to the professor, and unhand him at once.”

      Rocky shook his head, a stubborn expression settling into his features. “I fear not, lass. For we caught him in the act. No sooner had we escorted Lady Larrona and Lord Voleur into the brig, then we found your employer engaging in acts of sabotage.”

      I glowered at the three of them, tempted to put my walking stick to use. Men were such ego-driven and emotional creatures, including the werewolf kind. “Professor Runal would never … Or rather, what sabotage?”

      “Sabotage?” a woman gasped.

      I spun around. Mrs. Spratt and her scrawny husband stood nearby, gawking at the scene.

      “Move along, Mrs. Spratt,” I said. “There’s nothing for you to see here.”

      “I should hope not,” the woman said and hauled her husband away from us as if criminal intent was a contagious disease. “One thinks one is secure from undesirable elements when one purchases a first-class ticket, but it seems they allow anyone entrance nowadays.”

      I waited for the Spratt couple to disappear around the corner before repeating my question.

      The professor cleared his throat. Without a hint of remorse, he said, “I did what I had to do, Beatrice. Only the most logical course of action.”

      “Which was⁠—”

      “We can’t risk our thief escaping from the ship.”

      “How would one escape when there are miles of ocean surrounding us?”

      “Never underestimate the desperate.”

      “And how did you intend to keep the thief on the ship?” I asked even though I suspected the response.

      “Why, the answer is obvious, Beatrice, my dear. I sabotaged all of the life rafts, of course. They’re completely un-seaworthy. Now we have our thief trapped!”

      As if punctuating the professor’s sentence, a loud wave of thunder crashed overhead, followed by a crack of lightning.
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      “What were you thinking?” I demanded as I paced in front of the bars between me and the professor.

      Across the room, another set of bars separated me from the museum thieves. Lady Larrona gripped the bars and shook them, as if by sheer force of will she could rip them away.

      “Just you wait until I get out of here, young woman,” she hissed. “No one does this to me. No one! Do you hear me?”

      I waved a hand dismissively in her direction. “You’re the least of our concerns, Lady Larrona. As for your threats, they are neither terrifying nor meaningful. I’ve faced beasts far more fierce than you. Speaking of which.” I faced the professor. “What do you have to say for yourself? Be quick. Pip is waiting for me outside.”

      The professor was stretched out on a narrow, metal bed. He seemed as comfortable as if he were in his own cabin rather than in the ship’s prison. “Nothing beyond what I’ve already explained, my dear, nothing at all. We can’t have that pyramid leaving in another person’s luggage. You must find the culprit, whatever it takes.”

      He rolled onto his side and propped his head up with an arm. The bed squeaked in protest. “Do you hear me, Beatrice? At all costs.”

      The ship tilted slightly to one side, then to another as waves buffeted it with ever-increasing force.

      “The cost might be very high indeed,” I said. “With the life rafts now inoperable, what shall we do if the storm becomes too ferocious for the ship to handle?”

      The professor smiled. “My dear Beatrice, if this ship is sunk by the storm, I assure you those life rafts are of little use to us. We’ll drown either way.”

      “Still, I can’t believe you sabotaged the life rafts. Oh, actually, wait. Of course I can believe it! It’s something you would do.” I resumed my pacing and ignored our audience. “And this is exactly why I wanted to resign. It’s why I …”

      I bit off my sentence before I could say more. But my hand instinctively slipped into my jacket pocket and wrapped around the small tin box.

      “It’s why you’re taking those pills?” the professor asked, his voice soft and without judgment.

      I glanced up and stared into his eyes. They were dark brown, compassionate and too intelligent for my own good. There was no point in arguing. He’d discovered my secret.

      “But how⁠—”

      He tapped the side of his nose. “A werewolf’s nose always knows.”

      “A pox on you and your kind.”

      “There’s still time to stop, you know. Just throw them out. You’re not an addict, Beatrice. Not yet. But you will be if you continue.”

      “That’s the idea.”

      “You’re better than that.” He sighed. “I fear I might have failed you. I underestimated the impact of …” He hesitated. “Of recent events. For that, I am deeply sorry.”

      I was unable to respond for a moment as something seemed to grab hold of my throat and clench tightly. When I finally dared speak, I said, “I think I prefer you in here.”

      “Toss them into the sea. I promise when we return to London, I shall find the best help for you. We’ll work through this together.”

      I leaned close to the bars and hissed, “The best help? I don’t want a vampire wiping my memories, thank you very much.”

      He blinked a few times, as if trying to adjust to a change in lighting. “But my dear Miss Knight, some memories really aren’t worth keeping.”

      “I give up. You’re truly incorrigible. And our prime suspects are already locked away, their cabins searched from top to bottom. So where should I go now?”

      “What do you mean, your prime suspects?” Lord Voleur demanded and kicked at one of the bars, then muttered a curse at the resulting pain.

      “We’re having a private conversation here,” I said and glared at the man. “Do you mind?”

      “Beatrice, I have full faith in your ability to solve this puzzle,” Prof. Runal said. “As you can see, I’m incapacitated at the moment.”

      I held up my walking stick. “I could open that lock for you in a jiffy.”

      “It’s best we don’t attract more attention to ourselves than we already have.”

      “Open our locks instead,” Lord Voleur said and shook the bars. “We’ll pay you handsomely.”

      I frowned over my shoulder. “The only thing handsome about you is that you are now where you belong, behind bars.”

      Ignoring Lord Voleur’s curses and Lady Larrona’s threats, I marched out of the brig and into the corridor where Pip was waiting for me.

      “It seems I’m on my own,” I said to Pip.

      I didn’t mean to make it sound like a complaint or an admission of weakness, but my tone had a dejected air even to my ears.

      Pip patted my back, almost knocking me to my knees. “Don’t you worry, miss. You ain’t alone. I ain’t goin’ anywheres.”

      “That is quite literally true,” I said. “None of us are going anywhere off this ship until we reach the canal. I think it’s time I paid a visit to our three guests who have remained in their cabins despite meals, card games and storms.”

      Pip frowned. “You mean the privacy cabins?”

      “Exactly. It’s one thing to need a bit of alone time. But to spend two weeks in voluntary isolation seems a bit of a stretch, don’t you think?”

      Pip shrugged. “You’s the one who’s the thinker, miss. Will you be needin’ me help?”

      I tried to imagine standing in front of one of the cabin doors with the hulking, scarred-face pirate looming behind me.

      “Not this time, Pip. But I will certainly reach out to you if I need your assistance.”

      On that agreeable note, we went our separate ways. He returned to the bowels of the ship and the engine room, and I went to the first-class quarters. I roamed the passageways until I reached the door of the first mystery guest, Mrs. Twitcher.

      I straightened up and lifted my chin. At my height, I couldn’t afford to slouch. I focused on looking sweet and innocent while promising myself that resignation from the Society was still an option, particularly if my employer remained in the brig for long enough, or if the ship sank in a storm. Then I rapped sharply on the cabin door.

      Steps shuffled toward me. “I didn’t order room service.” The frail voice was scratchy and tight, as if the woman had recently strained her voice.

      As I was never too impressed with the pretense of feminine weakness, I paid no heed to the first impression the voice provided. The person on the other side of the door might sound like a little old woman with weak limbs, but she could just as easily be a monster in disguise.

      “Mrs. Twitcher, I do apologize for the intrusion. I’m Miss Knight, a fellow passenger. And I’m in need of a moment of your time, if you please.”

      “But I requested full privacy. Only room service is allowed. Are you here for room service?”

      “No, but⁠—”

      “Then go away.”

      “It’s a matter of urgency.”

      The sigh that crept through the cracks around the door was one of an aggrieved and exhausted person. “Very well. But only a moment.”

      The door creaked open just a crack, and a pair of bulbous eyes blinked up at me.

      “Mrs. Twitcher?” I asked.

      The door opened a bit farther, and I had a full view of one of the mystery guests. As her voice suggested, she was a tiny woman and barely reached my chest, and I was by no means tall. Her white hair was pulled back into a tight bun, and her eyes were so pale that I wondered if she was perhaps blind. Her back was hunched over, and she had to tilt her head to the side to meet my gaze.

      “Yes. What is it?”

      I didn’t have to squint to see the truth. Mrs. Twitcher was as frail and as human as she looked. Chances were slim that this was the pyramid thief. But I couldn’t very well leave now that I had intruded on her privacy.

      I forced a smile. “I wanted to check up on you. To ensure that you’re comfortable and have the companionship you need.”

      She opened the door fully, revealing a room more chaotic than Lady Larrona’s. “As comfortable as one can be on a tub floating in the middle of the ocean, and I have no need for companionship, thank you for asking. But since you’re already here, won’t you come in?”

      I gulped, but felt I had no choice except to comply with the invitation. As I did, I tried not to stare at the numerous birds perched on every surface. One of them — a bright green parrot — squawked and flew at me. I instinctively ducked, and the beast landed on my head where it flapped its wings, smacking my ears.

      “Oh, Charlie, try not to poop on the nice lady’s head,” Mrs. Twitcher said as she closed the door and locked me in her cabin. “He’s full of mischief, that one, but he’s really a lovable fellow. Do you like birds?”

      I became acutely aware of the dozens of avian eyes watching me as I tried to find a place I could sit that wasn’t covered in some element of bird. “I can’t say I don’t like them,” I finally said, opting for a tactful version of truthfulness.

      “They’re marvelous, aren’t they? Far superior to human companions, I can tell you. Not many people appreciate them as you and I do.”

      I blinked rapidly. I wasn’t sure how she thought my statement indicated any level of approval, but I left her to her assumptions and attempted to extract Charlie’s claws from my hair.

      “How are the other passengers?” Mrs. Twitcher asked as she sat on a chair covered in feathers, dandruff and possibly bird excrement.

      I gave up on searching for a clean seat. I remained standing in the middle of her cabin, a parrot squawking on my head while a pair of colorful lovebirds fluttered around me. “They’re well enough, I suppose. As far as humans go, that is. None are as interesting as you, Mrs. Twitcher.”

      She tittered. “Us avian lovers are our own breed of people, are we not?”

      “You are indeed. Well, it’s been a pleasure⁠—”

      “But you haven’t met Sir Lancelot yet.” She sat up, startling the lovebirds into flapping against my face.

      “Sir Lancelot?”

      “He was my first.”

      I waved the lovebirds away, coughed feathers out of my mouth and managed to remove Charlie, who glided onto the bed.

      A colorful macaw croaked, “Pretty bird, who’s a pretty bird.”

      “Yes, you are, my darling,” Mrs. Twitcher cooed as she hobbled toward the narrow closet.

      I was starting to dislike those closets very much.

      She opened it and reached inside with both hands. When she stepped away, she held out before her an object that almost caused me to shriek before I swallowed it with a small hiccup.

      “Isn’t he magnificent?” Mrs. Twitcher held out the stuffed gray parrot as if it were a trophy she was bestowing upon me.

      I stared at Sir Lancelot. The bright yellow glass eyes glittered back at me. I supposed the thing had once been a handsome bird when it had been alive a few decades ago. But at this stage, most of its feathers had either fallen off or had been partially devoured by age or mites.

      “He’s definitely original.” I took a step backward and felt for the doorknob.

      “He is, isn’t he? Do you want to stroke him? He’s so lovable.” Mrs. Twitcher lifted up a gnarled, shaking hand and rubbed the head of the stuffed bird. A tuft of small feathers floated around her as she did so.

      “I’m good, thank you,” I said. “And on that note … Would you look at the time? How it flies when one is having a fit … I mean, fun. I bid you good evening, Mrs. Twitcher.”

      Before Mrs. Twitcher could thrust her stuffed pet at me, I twirled around, yanked open the door and ran.
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      I decided to call it quits for the night. I was used to eventful evenings, but this had been unusually so. Dinner, an attack, the discovery and consequent arrests of two antiquities thieves, followed by the arrest of my employer and the chat with the bird-obsessed Mrs. Twitcher had left me feeling almost faint.

      And I’d accomplished all that without the benefit of even one morsel of the dessert.

      I sighed and collapsed onto my bed. “I wonder if I can order room service,” I said right before I fell asleep and into a nightmare.

      “I shall find you, little girl. I shall find you and make you suffer as I have,” Koki’s voice chased me through my dreams.

      I escaped Koki but found myself back in my marital home, standing over the body of my husband.

      “He’s quite dead, I’m afraid to say,” the professor murmured softly. “I’m sorry, Beatrice, but he is very much deceased.”

      “There is nowhere you can run,” Koki shrieked, her voice echoing in the room. “There is nowhere you can hide where I won’t find you. I’m coming!”

      I gasped and jerked awake as the ship lurched from side to side like an old train on a rickety set of rails.

      “It’s okay, Beatrice,” Gideon whispered.

      I blinked at the faintly luminescent outline of my ghost husband. “Of course it’s okay. Why wouldn’t it be?”

      He pretended to sit at the edge of my bed, almost close enough for me to touch if he’d had a body to touch. “You were crying. Screaming for help. You still have those nightmares, don’t you?”

      I rubbed my face and looked toward the porthole. The window showed only darkness. “It’s nothing, Gideon.”

      “Shall I sing you to sleep like I used to?”

      I collapsed against my pillow and gazed up at him. I was still fully dressed, not having had the energy to change into my nightclothes. That was what happened when one didn’t indulge in a bit of dessert after dinner.

      “You don’t have to do that,” I said while praying he would ignore my false protests and sing.

      He smiled, not in a mischievous, naughty way but the soft, warm smile of love. “Close your eyes.”

      I did so, and his soft voice wrapped around me, the words a familiar lullaby.

      “It won’t work, you know,” I murmured just before I fell into the deepest sleep I’d had since Gideon’s demise.

      The next time I opened my eyes, the watery light of a rainy day filled my cabin, and I felt as rested as if I were back at home with Gideon.

      I prepared myself for a busy day. I was energized and determined to find the pyramid and hopefully free my employer. At the very least, I needed to give him a final decision regarding my resignation, whatever that decision might be.

      I still wasn’t convinced I should remain with the Society. If this was the sort of adventures my continued employment would provide me, it might be safer to be unemployed and dependent. Then again, dependency on my aunt and uncle was even less desirable than tromping about a ship, chasing after a thief.

      Breakfast was a quiet affair. I couldn’t help but notice the sly looks cast in my direction. Soft whispers followed me, and the waitstaff were very quick to bring me my dishes before scuttling away.

      Only Chief Officer Frenchy met my gaze and nodded formally at me. “Bonjour, mademoiselle. You had a good evening last night?”

      “As much as one can hope for,” I said.

      “Ze stories of your adventures have made ze rounds,” he said and smirked.

      I could tell that the stories had spread beyond the crew. Mrs. Spratt was sitting at a new table and was whispering to another couple with unconcealed zeal while casting obvious glances in my direction. By lunchtime, all the first-class passengers would hear the story of my employer’s disgraced condition, and none would give me the time of day.

      That suited me well enough. I’d already questioned all of them and found them unworthy to make my list of suspects. And now that Lady Larrona and Lord Voleur were similarly crossed off, I was left more puzzled than ever before. There was nothing for it but to knock on the door of the second mystery guest. I only prayed her cabin wasn’t full of birds, alive or otherwise.

      Immediately after breakfast, I beat a hasty retreat from the dining room and entered the living quarters of the first-class passengers. I checked my list. Mrs. Twitcher was now crossed off, being guilty only of mild insanity and a parrot obsession. That left cabins eight and twenty-seven. The first was occupied by Miss Devin, who had finished a sizable breakfast, as evidenced by a number of empty dishes left outside her door, waiting to be cleared.

      I knocked. “Miss Devin?”

      “Who cares to know?” a shockingly deep yet vaguely feminine voice demanded.

      “Miss Knight, one of your fellow passengers. Do you have a moment⁠—”

      The occupant wrenched open the door, and a giant of a woman loomed over me.

      I stumbled backward in case she was about to strike me. “Miss Devin?”

      She glanced down the corridor, then in the other direction. “Are you quite alone?”

      That was a treacherous question. For if I admitted to being alone, what foul action would she commit against my person? And yet, her deep frown suggested she was worried and perhaps wouldn’t respond to me if I claimed to be with another.

      “My companion is currently indisposed,” I said, deciding on a middle ground.

      “Is he dead?” She fixed me with a look that startled me even more than her giant appearance. One of her eyes was a light gray, the other dark brown, almost black.

      “That depends on which one,” I said, her appearance startling the truth out of me.

      “Yes. I suspected as much. Come in quickly, before they follow you.”

      I gripped my walking stick and entered her cabin. At the very least, there were no birds flapping around. Instead, crystals hung from every handle and light fitting. One had been nailed so that it hung in front of the round window, casting pale little rainbows as it twirled with the movement of the ship. A crystal ball rested on the pillow of the bed. Several incense sticks burned from a clay pot filled with soil. A sharp, cloying perfume wafted from the sticks.

      “Check again,” Miss Devin said. “Did he follow you?”

      I stared up at Miss Devin. Despite her size, she seemed vulnerable. Her strangely colored eyes were framed by thick eyelashes, emphasizing the fear in their depths. I suspected if she wasn’t so suspicious, she would have a pretty smile.

      “I don’t think he did.”

      “One never knows with the dead,” Miss Devin said and waved me over.

      “You see them, then?” I squinted at her and caught a strong tremor in her energy. She was human but gifted with the sight. Most people who professed to be psychics really weren’t, but she was legitimately talented.

      “I do. I see them everywhere,” she intoned. “They’re nuisances, to be honest.”

      “I quite concur,” I said, feeling sympathy and camaraderie with the woman. “I can barely move along London’s streets without walking through one.”

      “Exactly. I’d hoped that being on the ship would give me a break from them. But your ghost has moved into my closet.” She tilted her head in the direction of the narrow closet in the far corner.

      I glared at it. “I’ve decided I really don’t like ship closets.”

      “A wise decision. They’re too small to be of any use for storing women’s fashions, but they’re perfectly sized for a ghost.”

      “Not to mention stuffed parrots and stolen artifacts.”

      “Scandalous. Do you want to see the rascal?” She gestured to the narrow closet.

      “Not particularly.”

      “He’s a dastardly fellow, full of mischief. I can see it in his eyes.”

      “Yes, that sounds about right. Do you want me to take him with me?”

      “I would be most obliged, Miss Knight.”

      I exhaled heavily and strode toward the closet. “Gideon, come out at once.”

      Nothing.

      “Gideon, I hereby give you permission to float through solid surfaces. And I shan’t lecture you on the lack of manners entailed by that action.”

      Still, there was no sign of the ghost.

      “Really, Gideon. You do vex me.” I reached out and yanked open the closet door, then tripped back. “Good heavens, you’re not Gideon.”

      A peg-legged, one-eyed ghost squinted at me. “Who’s Gideon?”

      “My dead husband. Who are you?”

      The potbellied ghost puffed out his broad chest. “I’m what you call a pirate hunter. And I’ve been on the search for the scurvy dog who knifed me in the back, then ran off with my gold. You wouldn’t happen to know of any pirates on the ship, now would you, lassie?”

      I was grateful he only had one eye with which to stare at me. The other was covered by a black patch. “Truth be told, you look rather like a pirate yourself.”

      He scowled. “Is it because of the leg, then? Or the eyepatch? Those are such stereotypes, you know.”

      “Indeed, sir. I am aware of stereotypes. And my deepest apologies for using one against you.”

      “Although I will admit I once had a parrot. A beautiful, big, gray parrot. A vicious woman stole him from me. You wouldn’t happen to have seen her, now would you?”

      “Does she have a name, by any chance?”

      “Aye, she does. Mrs. Twitcher. My wife and a thief.”

      “Oh.” I glanced at Miss Devin, who shrugged.

      Mr. Twitcher hopped out of the closet, shuddered and scrambled back in. “If you see her or my parrot, you let me know, won’t you?”

      “I shall keep an eye out for her. Maybe even two,” I said and closed the door. “Gracious.”

      I turned to Miss Devin. “You wouldn’t happen to know anything about a lost artifact?” I asked and glanced hopefully at her crystal ball. “It’s rather important, and someone has recently stolen it.”

      Miss Devin’s wide shoulders slumped. “The ball’s not working anymore. The moment the ship left port, my sight failed me in all things except one. I can still see ghosts.”

      “Such a shame.”

      “It’s outrageous, actually. I hope you find what you’re looking for. And do come around to visit me again. I requested privacy because people are rather startled by my looks. But it would be nice to chat with someone who understands these things.” She waved at the closet.

      After promising her I would pay her a visit in due course, I bid her good day and stood in the hallway, wondering what to do next. I pulled out my notebook and crossed Miss Devin off the list.

      There was only one suspect remaining: the occupant of room twenty-seven. I set off down the corridor, hoping I could finish the interview in time for midmorning tea, then changed my mind. If the previous two cabins were anything to go by, I was going to need a recharge first.
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      After the interview with Miss Devin and Mr. Twitcher, I retired to the dining room for refreshments and fresher air. I was the only passenger. Chief Steward Stewart was lording over the waiting staff, directing their setup for the tea service in minuscule detail.

      “You fool,” he exclaimed and threatened to cuff a young man against his ear. “The distance between the cutlery and the plate should be exactly one inch. No more, no less. Does this look like an inch to you? No, it does not! This is unacceptably sloppy!”

      I recognized the young man as Jack Clark or Eleanor. She mumbled apologies, shifted the cutlery a hair’s breadth to meet the exacting standards of the chief steward, then hurried over to where I sat at my usual table.

      “Have you been promoted?” I asked as she took my order.

      “Unfortunately, yes, but just for a day or two,” she whispered. “I’m substituting for one of the servers who had an attack of the nerves.”

      “I can’t imagine why,” I said.

      Eleanor giggled. “Crew prefer climbing the riggings to setting the tables.”

      “Gracious. The dining room sounds like a demotion, not a promotion.”

      Eleanor’s hands shook as she fiddled with the spacing of the cutlery on my table. “He’s going to see through me, for certain. What shall I do?”

      “You can always pretend to have an attack of the nerves, as well. With him as your overlord, nobody would be surprised in the least.”

      “But then the ship’s doctor will have to inspect me, and I can’t afford that, either.”

      I sympathized with her dilemma. “You’ll manage. Keep your head down and⁠—”

      “Sailor Clark!” Chief Steward Stewart shouted across the room. “Stop your dawdling. Take the order, and hurry up about it!”

      I winced. “A cup of Earl Gray, if you don’t mind.”

      She almost curtsied as she backed away, then caught herself just in time. Instead, she gave a slight bow, turned around and practically ran out of the room toward the kitchen.

      A few moments later, the waiting staff had finished setting up for midmorning tea and disappeared before the chief steward found some other means with which to torment them. I enjoyed a few brief minutes of solitude before other passengers began to enter.

      “Quite a brisk morning,” Mrs. Spratt said as she bullied her husband toward their table. “And the waves! It looks like that storm is finally about to arrive. Mark my words, Mr. Spratt. We shall be in the middle of a serious storm.”

      “So it seems,” I said as they sat at a table close to mine. “Perhaps it would be better if you remained below deck.”

      Mrs. Spratt sniffed and stared pointedly at the empty chair normally occupied by Prof. Runal. “And what of your companion? How does he fair?”

      “Well enough. His new accommodations are remarkably comfortable. Let’s just hope we won’t need to use the life rafts.”

      “Whatever do you mean by that?” Mrs. Spratt demanded and squeezed a teaspoon into submission.

      “Can you imagine sitting in one of those small dinghies in the midst of a mighty storm that’s strong enough to sink this ship?”

      She gasped and placed a hand over her heart. “You are a most peculiar young lady, Miss Knight. Come on, Mr. Spratt. We shall sit elsewhere.”

      “That’s a wise idea, given that peculiar tendencies are highly infectious,” I said.

      Mrs. Spratt huffed and puffed, but I achieved the desired results. The tables closest to me were now empty, and my privacy secured.

      I pulled out the copy of the passenger manifest and glanced through the results. Most of the passengers and crew in first class had been interviewed or eliminated for one reason or another. There were only two possibilities remaining: the mysterious, privacy-requesting passenger in the third cabin, and the passengers in steerage. And despite Prof. Runal’s reassurances that no one from steerage could ever possibly rise up to the first-class level, I still had my doubts.

      Or what if Lady Larrona and Lord Voleur had hidden the pyramid somewhere else?

      “Unlikely,” I muttered as I tapped my pen against the paper. “Not when their closets still had space for other artifacts. They certainly weren’t making an effort to hide those beyond putting them in their rooms. No. It’s either the third private passenger, or steerage.”

      My mind made up, I finished my tea, staring out the window at the ever-darkening sky. It looked like nightfall rather than morning. Mrs. Spratt was correct. We were in for another storm, and this one looked more ferocious than the previous evening’s rain.

      “Holiday in the sun, he said. Ha. So much for that.”

      I slipped my notebook into my bag and looked up at Eleanor. Her face was flushed, her manner agitated, so I decided that perhaps the chief steward needed an excuse to visit the doctor.

      As Chief Steward Stewart hurried past my table, shouting orders at the miserable and unfortunate Eleanor, I angled my walking stick in such a way as to interrupt his path. He tripped and staggered against the nearest occupied table, which — I was most satisfied to see — belonged to no other than Mrs. Spratt and her scrawny husband.

      The good lady shrieked as the table rocked under the weight of the chief steward. Her cup flew upward, its contents raining down on her. This caused her to tip backward to avoid the spray until gravity defeated her chair’s efforts to stay upright. She and her seat rolled into the pathway of the assistant steward, who toppled over and collapsed onto the Spratt table. The table, which was already in a precarious situation, fell over. A small tidal wave of tea and crumpets splashed across the floor.

      While the chief steward, assistant steward and Mrs. Spratt scrambled over each other and the destroyed tea service, Mr. Spratt remained untouched and unfazed in his chair. Indeed, the man had been astute enough to pick up his cup and saucer before the table had fallen over. He remained seated, sipping at his tea, a small smile playing on his lips.

      “Help me, Mr. Spratt,” his wife yelped as she attempted to stand on the now slippery patch of floor.

      “You fool,” Chief Steward Stewart yelled at the assistant steward.

      Meanwhile, I set my cup down with great care, stood and glided past the mess, nodding discreetly at Eleanor on my way out.

      After that highly satisfactory teatime experience, I felt thoroughly revitalized and capable of approaching the third mystery passenger. As most of the first-class passengers were either in the dining room or huddled in their cabins recovering from sea-related ailments, the passageways were clear of all interference.

      I approached cabin twenty-seven and rapped my knuckles sharply against the door. There was no response.

      I pressed my ear against the surface and listened for any indication of movement or breath. Inhaling deeply, I caught only a whiff of women’s perfume — proving that Prof. Runal was correct in his assumption — and a cat.

      I glanced around, expecting Cairo to wrap around my ankles at any moment. But the corridor was empty, as was the cabin before me.

      “But that’s not possible,” I said. “I certainly didn’t see this passenger in the dining room.”

      There was nothing for it but to break into yet another cabin. It was rapidly becoming a habit. I removed my lock pick set and made quick work of opening the door.

      “I shall have to inform the captain of the necessity of improving their locks,” I whispered as I returned the set of tools to its small compartment in my walking stick and slid inside the room, closing the door behind me.

      As I’d deduced, the cabin was empty of human life. All that remained was the delicate aroma of a woman’s perfume and the musky scent of a cat. Given how Cairo moved around the ship with such ease, it didn’t surprise me that the smart little feline had found its way into a cabin. It was a rather endearing creature, and it seemed the passenger had enjoyed having it with her.

      But there was something wrong.

      It took me a moment to identify the issue. In case I was mistaken, I checked under the bed and dared to open the closet door.

      “What sort of a woman travels without any luggage?” I asked.

      “A very clever one, I would say.”

      I didn’t jump or squeak with surprise when Gideon materialized inside the narrow closet and winked at me.

      “Gideon, by now you are quite aware of how I feel about your behavior.” I waved a hand to gesture to his entire being. “Such disregard for another person’s nerves is unacceptable.”

      He smirked. “Since when are you the type of woman to suffer bouts of bad nerves?”

      “A valid question, and it’s beside the point. If you wish to accompany me on my mission, then I must insist you behave like a living man.”

      He wagged his eyebrows in a suggestive manner. “It would be my pleasure.”

      “Good heavens,” I huffed and turned away as he laughed at my discomfort.

      I did a more thorough search of the cabin, which only confirmed my original observation. The occupant of number twenty-seven had brought no luggage with her, not even a toothbrush. In fact, the only proof of occupancy I could find were a few short black hairs belonging to Cairo and one very long strand of equally black hair which had snagged in a corner of the closet door.

      I stared at the long hair and the cat’s fur in my hand. “Most peculiar. Where do you think she could be?”

      “The lady or the cat?” Gideon asked as he strolled around the room.

      “The lady, of course. Why should I care where the cat is? I’m sure it’s doing what cats tend to do: stalking unfortunate little beasts and tearing off their limbs before eating them.”

      “Such a graphic imagination, Beatrice. I do approve.”

      I sniffed disdainfully. “While I don’t require your approval, I thank you for the compliment. A vivid imagination is one of the most essential tools for a paranormal investigator. It’s why most humans are not cut out for the business.”

      “Are you accusing yourself of being human?”

      I ignored the jibe and sat on the bed. “I suppose there’s nothing for it, then.”

      “What now?” Gideon asked.

      I wrapped the hairs in a handkerchief. “I’m going to visit steerage.”

      “You can’t be serious.”

      “I can be, when I put my mind to it. There are no more suspects to be found up here.”

      “And far too many in second class, I’m sure.”

      “Snobbery will get you nowhere, Gideon.” I slipped the hairs into my pocket and stood. “That said, I hope to find at least one suspect below. And if I’m lucky, maybe even two.”
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      If first-class quarters were heaven, and the noisy, oily engine room was hell, then steerage was purgatory.

      Such were the directions of my thoughts as I descended several staircases to reach the second-class level. While first-class passengers each had their own private cabin, steerage passengers shared a large, open hall with three levels of bunk beds pressed along the walls. Some families slept together on the floor on thin, dingy mattresses that made my sensitive nose twitch.

      Despite the crowded conditions and lack of privacy, the passengers looked comfortable enough. Many of them were gathered around a long table that ran most of the length of the vast room. Tea and snacks had been set out, which was highly reassuring. I’d rather not interview humans who were irritable from insufficient food and beverage. There are few creatures more ferocious.

      I kept to the edge of the room, surreptitiously studying the various passengers. They were an interesting mix of cultures and ethnicities, and many had black hair, which didn’t help me narrow down possible suspects. I detected a number of non-English languages being used. Each group kept to their own, and I stood out by virtue of being well dressed and unaccompanied.

      By the time I was halfway down the length of the great hall, I felt a presence stalking me. I pretended not to notice and lengthened my stride ever so slightly. A group of children were playing with cars they’d made out of cartons and other scraps. I knelt carefully in the middle of their game and chatted with them while using the opportunity to look around.

      Two thuggish-looking fellows stood several paces away. They were standing close, engaged in a whispered, energetic conversation. One of them glanced sideways at me, then sneered.

      I started looking for another exit, but there wasn’t any. The only way out was the one door through which I had entered. If I tried to return at this moment, I’d have to pass the two men. The other option was to continue on my present course and circle around the far end of the long table.

      I continued my stroll, occasionally finding some reason to turn part of the way around. My unwanted entourage maintained the distance between us. But the fact they were following me and not pretending otherwise made me clutch my walking stick closer as I mentally prepared to battle my way back to the door.

      Toward the back of the hall, two women and three adolescent girls were clustered around a pot of burning coals, over which they held another pot. One of the women cooked a stew over their makeshift stove. The second woman was younger, her face unlined with the passing of years. The three girls giggled and whispered.

      Their chatter ceased as I stopped outside of their circle. The older woman — her silver-streaked dark hair almost completely covered by a scarf — glanced up, then down to the stew. The younger one watched me with a mixture of curiosity and suspicion.

      I glanced over my shoulder. The two men were a lot closer than before.

      “It smells delicious,” I said slowly, raising my voice over the soft thud of the engine in the background.

      The younger woman opened her mouth as if to reply, but the older woman hissed and muttered something that included the name Delilah.

      “Delilah, is it?” I asked.

      Delilah started arguing with the older woman in a language that sounded almost like Arabic but wasn’t, their voices muted as they huddled together.

      “I’m looking for a toy pyramid. Have you seen one?” I asked.

      The women stopped talking and stared at me.

      “You know. Like the ones in Giza.” I stroked the air with my hands, as if outlining a small pyramid. “Do you understand?”

      The three girls giggled, then hid behind Delilah, who I assumed was the mother.

      I was about to give up on manners and squint in order to study the women when a heavy hand fell on my shoulder and spun me around. The two thugs loomed over me.

      With a thick accent, one of them said, “Your bag. Now. No belong here.”

      I stepped back. “I’m a tad confused. My bag doesn’t belong here? Or I don’t?”

      “You want to die?”

      I surreptitiously maneuvered my walking stick in preparation and rambled as I plotted out the fastest route back to the door. “Is that a trick question or a rhetorical one? I never quite know how to answer it, particularly in these sorts of situations.”

      The other thug scowled. “You⁠—”

      “I very much doubt anyone would answer that question with, ‘Yes, please. I’d love to die. Kill me now.’ And yet, you’d be surprised at the number of villainous characters who’ve asked me just that very question. But in case that wasn’t a rhetorical question, let me reassure you of a simple fact: I have no wish to die. I actually have a wish for a long life and a cup of tea. Would you care to join me?”

      The old woman shouted something in the strange almost-Arabic language, clearly unimpressed with the situation. The thugs shouted back, then jumped toward me at the same time.

      I didn’t bother with a clever, conversational approach. No one in this group appeared to appreciate witty banter. Instead, I crouched and spun at the same time, wielding my walking stick in order to trip up their legs. One man fell heavily on his back while the other tripped over him but managed to regain his balance.

      “It’s been lovely chatting with you,” I told the ladies, then leaped to one side and began running back down the length of the hall.

      The two men yelled what I could only imagine were obscenities in a foreign language. A tribal language, perhaps?

      As it was neither important nor relevant to my current situation, I set the linguistic curiosity to one side and focused on dashing and dodging around clusters of passengers. They all seemed intent on enjoying the spectacle of a first-class passenger being chased by two of their own.

      I didn’t bother crying out for help. It was clear no one had any intention of providing it. If the sight of a lone woman being chased by two men wasn’t enough to elicit a compassionate heart, then wasting my breath on screaming wouldn’t do it.

      Fingers raked against the back of my jacket, and I dodged to one side before my pursuer could get a solid grip. The change in direction put me on a collision course with the long table. Lifting up my skirt almost to my knees and grateful I was wearing boots that covered my legs, I prepared to jump.

      I leaped onto an empty chair and from there onto the narrow wooden table. A few of the passengers screamed, including a man into whose toast I stepped, but most cheered and laughed.

      So much for discretion, I thought as I bounded onto a chair on the other side. It tilted backward, and I jumped off just before it crashed to the floor. One of the thugs followed my example but must have slipped on a plate of butter. I glanced back in time to see the result of his misstep. His arms pinwheeled in a failed effort to defy gravity, and his legs flew upward. The butter plate crashed to the ground and slid toward me. The second thug stayed on the other side of the table and kept pace with me.

      The entrance was only several steps away now. But as fast as I was, the thugs were faster. I knew I wasn’t going to reach the doorway before one or the other tackled me to the ground. And I had no intentions of scuffing my boots or tearing my skirt. So I took the course of action that any paranormal investigator would take.

      I pulled a small blowgun out from my walking stick, twirled around, aimed and fired. Or to be more accurate, I exhaled sharply.

      The small dart hit the man at the base of the neck in that delicate hollow which has no bone underneath it. The dart’s sedative was fast-acting, and by the time his companion rounded the end of the long table, the first man had collapsed to his knees, already falling asleep.

      I didn’t have time to insert a second dart, so I pressed two of the nails on top of my walking stick’s fist. A blade snicked out from the other end. The second man skidded to a halt and squatted next to his companion, then glared up at me. He muttered some words in that strange dialect, and I’m quite certain they were a curse or possibly a threat. Maybe both.

      “He’ll be fine in a jiffy,” I reassured him and the growing crowd that was approaching us. Keeping my stick up like a sword, I backed toward the entrance and only dared turn my back to steerage when I was safely in the passageway, the door between us closed.

      I ran down corridors and up staircases, and didn’t stop until I arrived at the dining room in time for lunch. I was quite breathless, but at least I’d worked up an appetite and a couple of suspects.
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      Chief Engineer Rocky McIntyre must’ve taken pity on my lonely condition, for he invited me to lunch at the senior crew’s table. The captain wasn’t around, which wasn’t that surprising. Apart from the first night, he hadn’t been seen at mealtimes. The senior crew took it in turns to represent him.

      “Are you quite well, Miss Knight?” Rocky asked as he passed the casserole to me.

      I laid a hand just under my chin and felt for my pulse. My heart was still beating faster than normal, although who could blame it? It was still recovering from my close call with the two bandits and the race through the ship.

      Were those men connected with the women? Perhaps they’d only intended to protect their family. Then why had the old woman sounded angry when she spoke to them? And why did they chase me all the way back down the hall once I had left the women alone? Did any of them have the pyramid?

      “As fit as a fiddle,” I said. “What news of my dear uncle?”

      Rocky snorted. “There’s no need for pretense with me, lassie. I know very well he’s not your uncle.”

      “Very well. What news of my employer?”

      Another disbelieving snort, followed by a small glass of something that from the smell of it wasn’t water. “Well enough, I suppose. We make sure he’s fed, at least. I wouldn’t worry about it. When we reach Cairo, we’ll hand him over to the authorities, who’ll immediately deport him and send him back with us. Unfortunately, you may have to abandon your plans to tour the country. Not that you’d want to. Things are a wee bit uptight over there.”

      “And here as well.” I ignored Rocky’s puzzled expression and continued. “And what will happen with the other two? The museum thieves?”

      “Oi, them! They’ll be staying in the brig until we return to London. We’ve already sent a message to the authorities there. I suspect they’ll receive an enthusiastic welcome when we drop anchor.” He chuckled at the kind of enthusiastic welcome the thieves were going to have.

      “Delightful, I’m sure.”

      We continued to eat, and I was grateful for the lack of conversation. When I sit at a dining table, I prefer to focus on eating rather than talking. I can never understand how people think the two are compatible activities. It seemed Rocky shared my disinclination to simultaneously attempt conversing and eating. Only after we had finished with the main course did he turn to me.

      “You haven’t by any chance seen Cairo?”

      “I must confess this is my first visit to Egypt.”

      He huffed a laugh. “I was referring to the wee kitty. The captain’s been missing his new pet. I’m sure the little beastie has simply wandered off to some corner or other for privacy. Or maybe one of the passengers has taken a liking and is feeding it treats to keep it close. That sometimes happens.”

      “I can’t say I’ve seen it. But I’ll let you know if it shows up.”

      He grunted and waved one of the serving staff to come clear the table.

      “Is there anyone staying in cabin twenty-seven?” I asked.

      “I’d have to check the manifest, but I believe we’re full.”

      “Have you seen the occupant?”

      Rocky had already lost interest now that he’d finished with lunch. He scraped back his chair and stood. “Any passenger staying in twenty-seven has requested privacy. I do my best to avoid those ones in particular. You’d do well to do the same. Good day, Miss Knight.”

      I glanced around the room, wondering what to do next. It seemed I had exhausted all our suspects. And while the two would-be bandits and their lady friends were suspicious, I had to agree with the professor. It was unlikely they could’ve snuck into first class so easily, particularly since they would have stood out with their darker skin and their clothes, which were out of keeping with English fashion.

      I had made a decision to visit the professor and consult with him when one of the serving staff approached my side and held out a platter. Hoping it was dessert, I glanced up and sighed in disappointment.

      “An invitation for you, miss,” the young man said.

      “Goodness, this is becoming quite the habit. I’m not sure it’s one I want.” I plucked off the card, opened it and smiled.

      Join me for dessert. Miss Devin.

      Finally, some mention of dessert! It was a most appropriate use of an invitation card. As I had nothing else to do, and as the investigation had hit the proverbial wall, I decided to accept.
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      Walking into Miss Devin’s cabin was like walking into a large fireplace. Scented smoke and the undercurrent of burning charcoal wafted around me.

      “Do come in quickly, dear,” she urged and pulled me in before slamming the door behind me. “We can’t have the smoke escaping.”

      I coughed. “Of course not, Miss Devin. For then we’d let in too much fresh air, and that would never do.”

      “Exactly my point, Miss Knight. It delights me that we understand each other so well.”

      I responded with a series of hacking coughs. My eyes blurred with the sting of acrid smoke. “I didn’t realize these cabins had fireplaces.”

      “They don’t. This is all from my incense sticks and some old newspapers. While my crystal ball isn’t working this far away from land, my ability to read smoke hasn’t been affected at all. Isn’t that marvelous?”

      “Brilliant.” My teary eyes blinded by the smoke, I reached out my arms and felt for some solid surface with which to guide me. Following the wall, I winced when my knees banged into the edge of the bed. I sank onto the surface, grateful not to have to stand. “Is this healthy?”

      “Oh, I very much doubt it. But what other option do I have? That silly little ghost of a man isn’t going to leave me anytime soon unless I help him find his parrot.”

      I rubbed the tears out of my eyes. “About that⁠—”

      “And your presence here would be of great assistance to me.”

      “So we aren’t having any dessert?”

      “What an outrageous question. Of course we are, as soon as we find that poor man’s bird and send him on his way.”

      “I’m not sure if that’s the best idea,” I said. “What will he do once he finds it?”

      “That’s between him and his thief of a wife. As long as he’s out of my closet by the time our dessert arrives, I don’t much care.”

      “I appreciate the sentiment. I too have a ghost hiding in my cabin.”

      Miss Devin gasped. “Truly?”

      “Yes. What is a woman to do these days?” I said. “It’s bad enough they haunt us when they’re alive, but it’s quite a hassle when we have to contend with them after they die.”

      “You poor dear.”

      I refrained from saying anything more when a familiar form glimmered into view.

      Gideon frowned as he looked around. “This isn’t your cabin.”

      “Another one!” Miss Devin yelled as she sat next to me. “I shall have to deal with him as well. Have you also lost a parrot, young man?”

      “No,” Gideon said and gestured to his body. “But I do seem to have lost a body. Have you seen it anywhere?”

      “Gideon, it’s back in London, six feet underground,” I said.

      “You know this one?” Miss Devin asked.

      “I once did. And it seems I will continue to do so.”

      She clucked her tongue in sympathy. “My dear friend, you’re far too young to be burdened with a ghostly suitor.”

      “I’m hardly a suitor,” Gideon said. “I’m her⁠—”

      “Acquaintance,” I said, not wanting to blow my cover. “We are acquaintances.”

      Gideon hissed and floated up to the ceiling, where he sulked and muttered to himself.

      “If you want, I’ll help you get rid of him afterward,” Ms. Devin whispered.

      I watched as Gideon circled around the ceiling, his outline disappearing and reappearing in billows of smoke. “Perhaps another time. I’m enjoying his company for now.”

      “That will change, Miss Knight. Mark my words. That will change. Now, are you ready to help me read the smoke?”

      “I’m ready to get out of the smoke.”

      “That amounts to about the same thing. Hold my hands, and let’s begin.”

      As I still hoped to receive dessert out of this exercise, I did as I was told. We grasped hands, and she began humming.

      “What do you want me to do?” I whispered, hoping I wasn’t interrupting her trance. The sooner she could finish, the sooner we could start breathing properly again.

      “Focus on Mr. Twitcher,” Miss Devin said.

      “Right. I’m focusing. On what should I focus specifically? On his parrot? His eyepatch, peg leg⁠—”

      “Focus on anything, and say nothing,” she said. “We’re trying to summon him.”

      “Isn’t he in the closet?”

      “I need him here, inside the smoke.”

      I wasn’t clear how it made any difference, but kept quiet and did as I was told. Perhaps the smoke assisted her to perform an exorcism of sorts, although this seemed to be a bit in reverse. We were summoning him, rather than sending him on his way.

      The smoke billowed around us, and I began coughing in earnest.

      “Miss Knight, do be quiet,” Miss Devin said in between humming and murmuring strange words.

      “I’m sorry, but I’m having difficulty breathing.”

      “Then hold your breath.”

      While I admired her willingness to prioritize her work over breathing, I felt in this case breathing wasn’t overrated. And just before I considered breaking her hold on me and rushing out the door, Mr. Twitcher materialized in the space created by our connected arms.

      “Gracious,” I said and started to jerk backward.

      Miss Devin’s grip on my hands tightened. “Remain where you are, Miss Knight. Now we shall get to the bottom of this.”

      “Assuming we’re still breathing by the end of this,” I said.

      “That will teach you,” Gideon said from above me.

      “Nobody asked you, Gideon,” I said.

      “What’s he doing here?” Mr. Twitcher asked and glanced up at Gideon.

      “Haunting me and being a nuisance,” I said.

      “Mr. Twitcher, I wish you to leave this ship and find peace,” Miss Devin said.

      I almost snorted, except I didn’t have a lot of breath to spare. Since when did ghosts that remained in this dimension want peace? In my experience, ghosts stuck around because they wanted something along the lines of knowledge, revenge or entertainment. Then there were the mischievous ones who harassed and haunted their spouses.

      But most ghosts I’d met didn’t want peace in the sense of moving onward to wherever they were supposed to go. They were in fact quite content to loiter far beyond their expiry date.

      “I’m not leaving until I find my parrot. Mrs. Twitcher owes me that much.”

      Miss Devin nodded, looking as if she actually cared about this ghost’s feelings. “And why does she owe you anything, Mr. Twitcher?”

      The man harrumphed, kicking his peg leg against the bed. Of course, the leg sank into the frame, thus depriving him of the satisfaction a good thunk gave a person. “She took my eye, my leg and eventually my life. The least she can do is give me back my pet.”

      Despite the stinging smoke, my eyes widened. “She murdered you?”

      “I believe she did, young lady,” Mr. Twitcher said and tipped his head toward me with a short bow. “One evening, I went to bed all well and good, at least as much as can be expected when I’m missing an eye and a leg. And the next morning, I didn’t wake up. And more than that, she disappeared, taking with her my beloved bird. So what can be made of that?”

      “It does seem a tad suspicious,” I agreed and forced myself not to look up at Gideon. “Then again, appearances can be deceptive.”

      “What do you young ones know? She killed me, I’m telling you this. But am I asking for revenge? Am I asking for an eye for an eye, a leg for a leg? No! I just want my parrot.”

      “And your parrot you shall have,” Miss Devin said. “I shall consult with the smoke and inform you immediately regarding its location.”

      “I think we should skip this part and tell him to leave,” I whispered.

      “A promise is a promise!”

      “You didn’t actually promise him anything, and⁠—”

      “Hush now,” Miss Devin said and gave me a stern look. “I’m going to help him.”

      The ghosts and I remained quiet as Miss Devin stared into the depth of the thick smoke. She hummed and nodded, wordlessly exclaimed and frowned. And just when I was about to pass out from lack of breath, she turned to Mr. Twitcher and said, “Sir, I have located your parrot.”

      The man smiled. Judging from the deeply entrenched wrinkles on his forehead, this was possibly his first smile in a very long time. “My delightful lady, that is indeed great news. And where is my beloved Sir Lancelot?”

      “It’s …” She paused and softly gasped.

      “Where, woman, where?” Mr. Twitcher shouted.

      She glanced past the ghost at me, realizing finally what I had tried to discreetly tell her. She swallowed hard, closed her eyes and said, “It’s here on this very ship. It and your wife are down the hall.”
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      There was a pause in which I held out hope — faint and air-deprived — that the ghost of Mr. Twitcher had lost its hearing just as the man had lost an eye and a leg.

      Alas, it was not to be. After a literally breathless moment of swirling incense and straining lungs, the ghost realized that the quarry he had long sought was only a few paces down the corridor from our current location. With a howl of rage similar to a declaration of war by a stampeding tribe of armed Celts, Mr. Twitcher became a smoky blur as he zoomed across the room and through the door.

      “Aren’t you going to lecture him about his rude manners?” Gideon asked.

      “Not now, Gideon,” I snapped, and stood up.

      “Such a hypocrite. That’s a double standard if I’ve ever seen one.”

      “What just happened?” Miss Devin asked.

      “Chaos, that’s what,” I said and yanked open the door, almost collapsing at the gust of fresh air which assaulted my lungs.

      “What a calamity. How was I to know his wife and parrot were both on board? What are the odds?” Miss Devin asked as she paused in the doorway.

      “That’s not the worst part,” I said as I hurried after the ghost.

      “What is?”

      “Lancelot—”

      “You mean Sir Lancelot.”

      I frowned over my shoulder and wondered why Mrs. Devin wasn’t following me. “The parrot’s dead. It’s dead, stuffed and looks like it’s experiencing a second death more painful than the first.”

      “Oh, my. I think I’ll stay here and freshen up my room.”

      “Probably a good idea,” I said and picked up the pace when Mr. Twitcher floated to a stop in front of Mrs. Twitcher’s cabin.

      “Sir, let’s have a conversation about this, shall we?” I called out as I mentally went through my toolkit.

      I had all manner of concoctions and gadgets to handle almost any creature of the paranormal and normal varieties. But ghosts were part of a rare category, being bodiless and all. I wasn’t sure there was much I could do short of an exorcism, and I wasn’t trained for that.

      “You’re a reasonable ghost, aren’t you?” I asked, hoping to hear an affirmative.

      “I’m going to kill her!”

      “I guess not, then.” I reached the cabin door just as Mr. Twitcher pushed himself through the wood. I yanked at the doorknob, but it was locked.

      “What is it, dear ones?” Mrs. Twitcher asked just before a ruckus such as I’ve never heard exploded inside.

      I was fairly certain she only had a dozen or so parrots in there, but it sounded as if there were a dozen flocks. Screeching and cawing accompanied by the flapping of wings assaulted my ears as I whipped out my lock pick set and began to work. I could only hope Mrs. Twitcher was blind to ghosts, as most humans were, and that Mr. Twitcher didn’t have the energy to materialize in front of her.

      “Who are you … good heavens!” Mrs. Twitcher’s exclamation was followed by a piercing scream to rival the cacophony of terrified parrots.

      “So much for that hope,” I said just as the lock clicked open, and I stumbled into the small room.

      “Where’s Sir Lancelot?” Mr. Twitcher demanded.

      He was no longer a vague, smoky outline. He’d fully materialized and looked to be a fully fleshed, living man, even if only for a few moments. Ghosts could only materialize that strongly for short periods of time before they lost energy and faded away. But not before they wreaked havoc on the nerves of their victims. And that was precisely what was happening to Mrs. Twitcher.

      The frail, elderly woman collapsed against the closet door, feeling for the doorknob as if she believed she could hide in there from the ghost of her dead husband.

      “He was never your parrot, you foolish old man,” she spluttered, gathering enough nerve despite her shock.

      “You lying old hag!”

      I was impressed Mrs. Twitcher was still upright and conscious. Many victims of a haunting would’ve used the opportunity to faint away rather than face an uncomfortable truth that the world of fantastical stories might have truth to it. But she was holding her own, and I realized she wasn’t trying to open the closet door. She was making sure it stayed closed, which could only mean one thing: Sir Lancelot was still inside.

      Mr. Twitcher must have come to the same conclusion. He howled his battle cry again and rushed toward his wife, who refused to move. He yanked at the door while she pressed her shoulder against it. They tussled back and forth as I tried to get Mr. Twitcher’s attention.

      “Help me, young lady,” Mrs. Twitcher said while uselessly batting a feather against Mr. Twitcher’s head. The feather sank into his head. She screamed and increased the force with which she battered him.

      “There’s not much I can do, Mrs. Twitcher, except to advise that you tell him the truth,” I said, not hoping for much results from my sage advice.

      “The truth? He’s not ready for the truth!”

      “What truth, you old hag? That you murdered me in my sleep?”

      “You have made many nonsensical statements in my time, old man,” Mrs. Twitcher yelled while pushing against the closet door. “And that isn’t one of them.”

      He backed off, his energy starting to fade. “Ha! So you admit it? You admit you murdered me in order to steal my Sir Lancelot. I have a witness!”

      “No, you ridiculous old fart. You died in your sleep. I left our home the next day to make arrangements for the funeral and to stay with my sister.”

      This admission further decreased Mr. Twitcher’s energy until he was little more than an outline of a man.

      Meanwhile, the parrots were still making an uproar. Too late, I realized that none of them were in locked cages or tied to their posts. Almost as if they shared a single mind, their heads turned to the open door behind me.

      Mrs. Twitcher wailed, lifting up her hand as if to warn me. She stepped away from the closet door, and a triumphant Mr. Twitcher summoned enough energy to wrench it open. Sir Lancelot, stuffed and mangy, toppled off the shelf and straight through Mr. Twitcher’s head.

      The rest of the birds took that as a signal. I ducked as they bombarded me, but I was not their target. Instead, they dove straight through the entrance, into the passage and to freedom.

      “Get them, you fool!” Mrs. Twitcher shouted.

      “You murdered my parrot!” Mr. Twitcher howled.

      “Oh, bother,” I said.

      Lying against the ceiling, Gideon howled with laughter, rocking back and forth as he wordlessly pointed at each one of us. I left him to his entertainment and hurried out into the corridor, bumping into Eleanor. She was clutching a tray with tea and an assortment of desserts, including chocolate pudding, destined no doubt for Miss Devin’s room. I grabbed her before she could drop the tray.

      “Miss Knight, what’s all the—” She stopped talking, and her jaw dropped as she gazed at something behind me.

      I spun around, then flung myself against the wall just as the flock of parrots veered toward us and away from a dead end.

      Eleanor shrieked and tossed the tray in the air before dropping to the ground. Cutlery, chinaware and blobs of pudding floated upward just as feathers and squawking filled the air. The flock and the tea set collided in a colorful explosion. The macaw screamed, “Pretty boy, who’s a pretty boy,” as a film of chocolate pudding covered its back.

      Gideon laughed hysterically, and I tried not to weep at the waste of a perfectly good dessert.

      A billow of incense-scented smoke followed in the wake of the parrots as Miss Devin stepped out of her room. “Has our tea arrived yet, Miss Knight? I do hope so. My throat is rather parched.”
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