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Extradition
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		Just as no scientific or military expedition would set off without adequate supplies, equipment, and reconnaissance, the same is no less important for leisure travel.

		—Hardcastle’s Practical Travel Companion: A Compendium of Useful Advice for the Modern Tourist, Including Select Destinations of Note, Vol. I, 1893

	

	“Think of it as an academic exercise.”

	Miss Judson, my governess, dropped another armload of chemisettes onto the bed. Peony let out a mew of protest and sought refuge in the trunk.

	“In what discipline?” I surreptitiously withdrew two petticoats from my luggage, replacing them with the latest edition of English Law Reports and three volumes of my encyclopædia. Taking the whole set seemed excessive, but I could not be sure Fairhaven would have a bookshop or a lending library. The Brochure had not specified.

	“Put that middy* back,” Miss Judson said. “Aunt Helena will expect to see you in it. And discipline is exactly right. You and I shall be practicing our Exceptional Forbearance.”

	“I thought we were going to frolic on sunny beaches and partake of Family Amusements.” The Brochure had likewise not specified what, precisely, a “Family Amusement” entailed, but I suspected nothing good. “Besides, that dress is ridiculous! I’m not a naval recruit.”

	I felt like one, though, press-ganged into a Seaside Holiday by ruthless schemers who were entirely unsympathetic to my objections.

	Miss Judson retrieved the garment and folded it anew. “We have been over this. Your aunt wants to take you on holiday—”

	“No, she doesn’t.”

	“Myrtle. You have exhausted your appeals. Accept your sentence gracefully.” As soon as she said that, I could tell she wanted to take the words back.

	“My sentence?” I cried. “I am being punished.” I threw down the heap of petticoats.

	“Of course you’re not,” said Miss Judson. “Stop getting carried away.”

	“What happened this summer wasn’t my fault! Father told me that himself.” Arms crossed, I willed Miss Judson to prove me wrong.

	“He meant it. This holiday is to get away from all of that—”

	“Father went all the way to Paris to get away from me.”

	She stepped back a pace, hand to her chest. “Is that what you think?”

	I turned away and shoved the chemisettes into the trunk. If this were a proper holiday, Father would be coming with us, not separating us with a whole ocean.† On a Proper Holiday, Father and Miss Judson might even frolic on the beach together. They’d Promenade on the Pier together. We could be a Proper Family, just the three of us. Instead, Miss Judson and I were being Exiled to the seaside, while Father got as far away from us as possible.

	Miss Judson turned me to face her. “You may not believe this, but your father just wants you to have a good time—”

	“I’d have a good time in Paris. With him.”

	“—doing something that does not involve murder.”

	I glowered at her. “An ordinary holiday. Like an ordinary girl.”

	“Exactly. I’m sure you can manage that. Rumor has it you’re clever and resourceful.”

	She plucked the Ballingall Excursions brochure from my hands and slipped it into my valise. “Finish packing. We’re going to miss the train. Be downstairs in fifteen minutes, and if that hat is not on your head when you appear, I shall make you sit next to Aunt Helena for the entire trip.”

	She would, too. Peony offered a little warble of sympathy.

	Defeated, I beheld the sea of garments before me. My great aunt Helena had been sending shipments of new clothes for weeks. My Holiday Wardrobe was now three times the size of my regular wardrobe, and included the aforementioned sailor suit (for yachting), a Promenade Ensemble (for walking), a Walking Dress (for . . . ?), and a perfectly horrifying bathing costume, of which no further mention shall be made, for the protection of the Reader’s delicate sensibilities.

	Objections aside, the notion of a holiday was not necessarily unwelcome. The past several weeks had been rather trying. The Redgraves Murder was national news, but even I’d stopped collecting newspaper clippings about it. I hadn’t been called upon to testify at all, despite having (almost) single-handedly solved the crime myself! It had been my first professional triumph as an Investigator, but Swinburne’s Prosecuting Solicitor—that is, Father—had engineered matters to keep my name out of the official version of events, and refused to see the logic in permitting me to give evidence. Instead, while the case proceeded miles away in London (an entirely reasonable destination for a holiday, I might point out, boasting the Natural History Museum, Madame Tussaud’s waxworks, and the Central Criminal Court), I had already been judged, and this was Father’s verdict.

	And where was Father to be, during all the Family Amusements? In Paris! At the Symposium International sur la Médecine Légale, a conference on forensic science. The most brilliant criminologists from all over the world were going to be there, sharing the latest developments in crime-scene analysis and post-mortem pathology. Famous French experts like Dr. Lacassagne, founder of Europe’s most prestigious forensics school, and Mssr. Bertillon, the policeman who invented mug shots and anthropometry,‡ would be speaking, and there was going to be a debate on the merits of fingerprinting.

	While I languished in sunny Fairhaven, collecting seashells.

	“Exceptional Forbearance, indeed,” I said to Peony. “Assuming I don’t die of boredom.” I hadn’t yet seen a case that could reliably cite Tedium as a cause of death—but if I had to be the first case study, at least the holiday wouldn’t be a complete waste of time.

	“Mrrow,” Peony agreed.

	“It’s all very well for you,” I said. “You’ll be here with your sunbeams and your fish heads and Cook.” With a final wretched sigh, I picked up The Hat—the crowning humiliation, quite literally, of this ordeal. With its enormous puce§ bow, tiny velvet pumpkins, and sprig of dried wheat, it looked like a rotting autumnal meadow. All it lacked was a couple of flesh-eating beetles.

	Peony hissed and swatted at the ribbon.

	I beheld Peony. I beheld the hat. I beheld my trunk crammed full of holiday clothes and not nearly enough books. Peony beheld them as well.

	“No,” she said, firmly.

	“If I have to do this, so do you.” I scooped her up and dropped her unceremoniously into the hatbox,¶ along with a nice flannel petticoat and a leftover biscuit. Before closing the trunk, I defiantly tossed in my magnifying lens, slingshot, and a sturdy pair of Wellies that may or may not still have been wet from earlier. The hat, like a martyr, I wore.
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	We took the tram to the railway station in Upton, where a painted banner proclaimed, welcome, fairhaven excursionists! Aunt Helena marched along the platform, brandishing a walking stick like the drum major in a military parade. 

	“She seems to be enjoying herself.” I shifted my grip on the hatbox, willing its contents to remain still and silent.

	Miss Judson murmured, “Perhaps if she’s very good, they’ll let her drive the train.”

	I bit my lip to keep from emitting a highly unlady­like snort, which Aunt Helena would certainly have noticed. It was a blustery October afternoon (and if that strikes you as a curious time for a seaside holiday, Dear Reader, you are not alone), and the station was crowded with expectant passengers juggling umbrellas, hatcases, and timetables. Everyone seemed to be admiring the waiting train, a modern affair of shiny purplish-black cars and a locomotive emblazoned ballingall empress express. A long red ribbon stretched the length of the platform, blocking off the train.

	A stout gentleman dressed like a circus ringmaster strutted about, smiling broadly through his copious sandy whiskers. I recognized him from his Brochure as Sir Quentin Ballingall, Excursion Impresario, the fellow behind this scheme of Aunt Helena’s. She’d spoken of him frequently over the last few years, always in glowing terms, and often signed on for his holiday packages. She’d been on some sort of seaside tour with him most of the summer. But this was the first time she’d roped Miss Judson and me into going with her.

	“Ah, Judson. Here you are at last.” Aunt Helena turned her severe gaze to me. “Helena Myrtle. What on earth is that thing on your head? That can’t possibly be the hat I ordered for you.”

	I gave them both a look of outrage, but my protest was forestalled by the arrival of a harried young woman in a severe black frock, toting a knitted bag and a rolled-up travel rug. “Miss Hardcastle,” she panted, “they said if you want to change your dinner order you’ll have to take it up with the staff on board.”

	“Has Aunt Helena fired another round of housemaids?” I said sympathetically, but the girl just looked at me blankly.

	“Miss Highsmith is my Paid Companion.” Aunt Helena spoke as if this were a great honor. “The Ballingalls have engaged her on my behalf. Ladies of Quality do not travel alone.” She turned to Miss Highsmith. “Never mind about that, Cicely. Go and see what the delay is. Sir Quentin can’t mean to keep us standing about in a draft.” She withdrew a coin from a beaded reticule. “Helena Myrtle, fetch yourself something to read on the train. I won’t have you disrupting the journey with your mindless chatter.”

	I swallowed my retort when I saw the money: a whole shilling, more than enough for a week’s worth of papers, which just goes to show you how many newspapers Aunt Helena had bought. Before Miss Judson could make me return it, I scurried across the platform toward the station. A woman waiting at the ticket window gave me a friendly nod as I slipped inside.

	The newsagent’s was well stocked, and I spent a few moments fortifying myself for the next fourteen hours. I selected The Times, The Strand, and Illustrated London News, which was not exactly reputable, but had the most entertaining headlines. Mindful of Miss Judson’s eyes on me (even through the station’s brick walls), I dutifully added a copy of the Girl’s Own Paper, in which to conceal the others.

	I took my newspapers, the hatbox, and my generous handful of change and returned to the platform, to Observe that Aunt Helena had gone off to complain about the Intolerable Delay, and that Miss Judson was now absorbed in sketching the Empress Express.

	She made a striking image herself, in her dark green traveling suit, far more elegant than her habitual attire. It set off her deep complexion, but looked exceptionally prone to being stained by salt water and sand. She’d brought along three trunks, in addition to her valise, and though I knew one was stocked with easels, pastels, her watercolor set, and fresh sketchbooks, I was powerless to imagine how she could need as many clothes as she seemed to have packed. I didn’t even know she had that many clothes.

	An alarming thought struck me. Miss Judson originally hailed from French Guiana, a part of the world known for its shining tropical beaches.** I bit the fingers of my gloves and considered this. Was she expecting to enjoy herself on this holiday? I felt a curious sting at this thought—something akin to betrayal, although I could not quite work out who was betraying whom.

	Well, I might have been crimped into a fortnight’s holiday, but that was no reason to let my skills get rusty. A busy railway station made an excellent venue for honing my Observational Techniques. I set up post by a brick pillar with a pasted notice warning passengers to be alert for Suspicious Characters, giving me an unobstructed view of the whole platform and the length of the snaky purple train. I tucked the hatbox neatly against my ankles and disguised myself behind my newspapers to survey the scene.

	Black-clad railway guards and porters swarmed the platform and the train, preparing for the journey. An identical pair of elderly ladies, clutching matching baskets, twittered and pointed, their fluffy white heads bobbing like pigeons, as a fellow with an oversized valise skulked by, hat pulled low, concealing his features in a manner that could definitely be considered suspicious. I made a mental note to track his movements aboard the train. A nurse pushed through the crowd, wheeling a frail-looking young woman in a wicker bath chair. She waved down a porter, who helped her wrangle the contraption and its passenger past the red ribbon and into one of the passenger carriages.

	As I Observed, the lady in red left the ticket window without buying anything and continued on to the platform—directly toward the Empress Express. She eyed the train with a critical manner that was entirely unlike the other passengers. She seemed oblivious to the fanfare, instead intent on her study of the train itself.

	Dear Reader, I need hardly note the danger posed by saboteurs on railways. The sensational newspapers were full of warnings about anarchists planting explosives aboard locomotives, knocking out bridges, or disabling signals so trains would derail. Though I would not mind should something happen to derail this holiday before it got started, I rather hoped to avoid disaster once it had begun. Juggling Peony’s hatbox and my newspapers, I decided to get a closer look.

	I followed the lady. Carefully, of course—I had been practicing Mr. Holmes’s shadowing techniques. Although my efforts to pursue Peony with stealth had met with some challenge, I was getting better at Observing Cook unawares.†† I hung back a bit and pretended to focus on my newspaper—not, I’ll grant you, the most convincing of diversions (a twelve-year-old girl reading Illustrated London News does raise an eyebrow or two). Peony uttered a discontented warble from within the hatbox, barely audible above all the bustle and noise.

	My subject was somewhat older than Father, with curly fair hair beneath a red hat and carrying a well-worn carpetbag with her brolly stuck in the handles. She didn’t stand out especially from the other middle-aged ladies in their smart traveling costumes, but she was unduly attentive, striding up to the loco and peering into the cab and beneath the wheels. A commotion from inside the cab caught both our notice: the driver was arguing with a stocky, red-faced guard. I could not hear what they were saying without creeping too close and being discovered, but the woman paused to listen.

	A moment later, the guard stormed off the cab and disappeared down along the train. My subject moved on, evidently having decided to plant her sabotaging device elsewhere, and took a quick glance about the platform. I froze and focused on the sketch of a steamship explosion in Prussia, bodies flung everywhere. “Be glad we’re not sailing to Fairhaven,” I told Peony—and looked up in time to see the woman in red duck beneath the ribbon to climb aboard an unguarded passenger car.

	I darted after her, arriving at the vestibule mounting block just as a red flounce disappeared inside the carriage. I slipped under the ribbon, shoved Peony’s box before me up the stairs, and sneaked aboard the Ballingall Empress Express.

	Whereupon I was momentarily distracted from my quarry. I let out my breath and stared, quite overcome. I’d been aboard trains before, of course, but this was less like a railway carriage than somebody’s overstuffed parlor. Every inch of it was purple—everything that wasn’t polished brass or glittering crystal or burnished wood or gilded fretwork, that is. A glass ceiling arched overhead, hung with electric lights that shone on the plush purple carpeting and plump velvet furniture. Even a piano had not escaped the decorator’s attentions.

	Now that I’d followed the saboteur onto the train, the jig was up: she could see me as plainly as I could see her. But she ignored me. She’d dropped her carpet­bag and brolly by the piano and was inspecting a cloth-covered case set on a plinth, like in a museum, and she looked downright unhappy about it. Forehead deeply creased, she was jotting in a notebook, shaking her head.

	“No, no, and no.” She punctuated this with jabs of her pencil. “Not satisfactory, not at all.”

	“Are you supposed to be in here?” I said loudly. The woman in red didn’t even turn around.

	“One might ask the same, Myrtle Hardcastle. This is the Ladies’ Lounge, and I am—last I checked—a lady.”

	A quiver of surprise went through me. “How do you know my name?”

	“It’s my business to know.”

	What did she mean by that? “Sir Quentin wouldn’t like you in here,” I hazarded.

	She looked up at last, with a laugh. “No, he would not. Come here. Tell me what you think.”

	I hesitated. But curiosity got the better of me—about her, and about what was in the case she was so upset about. I crept forward, bracing myself for something ghastly (rattlesnakes? shrunken heads?), and she pulled off the cloth.

	Inside was a crown, huge and delicate, glittering with diamonds and vast greeny-purple stones. A placard read:
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	“Is that real?” The stones’ color shifted as I looked at them, like an enchantment in a fairy story. “What’s it doing here?”

	The woman clapped her notebook shut. “That, Miss Hardcastle, is my question. This is not what I agreed to at all.”

	“Is it yours?” I took a better look at her. She seemed to be an ordinary sort of woman, and her worn bag and practical suit hardly suggested wildly expansive wealth, let alone a penchant for tiaras.

	She gave another laugh. “You might say so! And yet, no. But I am responsible for it, and this arrangement”—she waved a hand at the case—“is entirely unacceptable.”

	“You won’t get away with stealing it,” I declared. “I’ll go and tell Sir Quentin that you’re in here, messing about with his—tiara.” That sentence limped to an improbable end, and I heard a judgmental meow from my sidekick in the hatbox.

	The woman turned away from the case. “And what will you tell him, exactly, Miss Hardcastle?”

	“That you’ve boarded his train without a ticket. I saw you being turned away from the ticket counter. This is a subscription excursion. You can’t just buy a fare at the last moment. And you’ve sneaked aboard the Ladies’ Lounge for obviously nefarious purposes. I can tell you’re trying to figure out how to breach that jewel case’s defenses.”

	She broke into a wide smile. “Oh, brava!”

	She had no chance to elaborate, for at that moment, the heavy vestibule door squealed open and Sir Quentin himself burst in.

	She pounced before he had a chance to speak. “Mr. Ballingall, this is a clear violation of your insurance policy. The tiara is to be kept in the train’s safe at all times—not on display like fruit at a greengrocer’s!”

	“Now, Mrs. Bloom.” Sir Quentin wove through the furniture, holding his arms open. His ringmaster’s jacket matched the purple velvet upholstery. “Don’t get your dander up. That case was made for me by the same chaps who supplied them for the Crown Jewels. Or don’t you trust the Tower Guard?” He had a booming voice that echoed above the roar of the steam engine and the expectant shudder of the carriage.

	“Not especially,” Mrs. Bloom said. “Even young Miss Hardcastle spotted the faults in your security straightaway.”

	“Why do you know my name?” I asked again. It was seeming less likely that she was a thief or saboteur.

	“Because she’s an interfering busybody, that’s why.”

	Evidently I’d blundered my way into a quarrel and should have extricated myself, but I was brimming with curiosity.

	Mrs. Bloom handed me a calling card. “I am a representative of Albion Casualty Insurance, engaged by the owners of this tiara to ensure its protection en route to Fairhaven. Miss Hardcastle, where do you stand on breach of contract?”

	This was like standing for an exam I hadn’t studied for, bewildering and a little exhilarating. “Er—against it?”

	“Quite right. Mr. Ballingall, I’ll be revoking your policy.” She moved to pick up her carpetbag, but Sir Quentin stepped in front of her, a hand gripping her elbow.

	“You wouldn’t dare,” he said in a low voice.

	He was twice her size, like a mountain standing in her way, but Mrs. Bloom tipped her head up and regarded him coolly. “I think you’ll find it isn’t advisable to threaten me.”

	This time his laugh felt forced. “I’m not threatening you, woman! I’m sure we can come to some agreement. Let me show you what I’ve done before you make up your mind.”

	Seizing my shoulders, he steered me round the case, thundering in my ear: “Laminated glass!” He rapped heartily on the panes. “Practically unbreakable. And a solid steel frame, so it can’t be smashed.” He gave the whole display a shove, and it didn’t budge. “Bolted down!”

	“What about the lock?” I pointed, and Sir Quentin beamed as proudly as if I’d admired his baby.

	“World’s most advanced combination-dial lock. Six wheels, and nobody knows the code but me. Absolutely unpickable. You see, ladies? Perfectly safe. You’d have to be mad to try anything aboard the Empress Express! I’ve thought of everything on this train, I have. Mrs. Bloom, if you’ll stick around, we might manage to impress you yet.”

	She didn’t look impressible. Just then she was eyeing Sir Quentin with undisguised disapproval. “I doubt that, Mr. Ballingall. And don’t worry. I have no intention of going anywhere. I’m not letting that tiara out of my sight.”

	
		*a garment inexplicably fashioned after a midshipman’s uniform; id est, a sailor suit

	

	
		†262 miles. I’d measured.

	

	
		‡also called bertillonage, his clever system of measuring prisoners to identify them later. I wondered if it was as tedious for the criminals as being fitted for Aunt Helena’s wardrobe had been.

	

	
		§named for the French word for flea, the flattering hue of digested blood

	

	
		¶Lest you fear for her safety, she had been sleeping in that hatbox for the better part of the week, and it was quite the latest in hatbox engineering, sturdy pasteboard and mesh, so there was perfectly adequate oxygen.

	

	
		**and a considerably less shining French penal colony, where her parents ministered to the prisoners

	

	
		††So she told me, at any rate.
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Caveat Viator
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		Railway travel is by far the most efficient means of seeing our fair island. The comforts of the modern rail carriage permit the traveler to enjoy the sights of England, without having to endure its climate or people.

		—Hardcastle’s Practical Travel Companion

	

	Aunt Helena and Miss Judson were not well pleased to find me alone in the company of Sir Quentin and Mrs. Bloom. They stormed aboard, trailed by the harried Miss Highsmith, now toting the knitted bag, the travel rug, a picnic hamper, and a tennis racquet and looking like she was about to faint.

	“Helena Myrtle!” my aunt barked. “Where have you been? You gave Judson a terror, disappearing like that!”

	I had never seen Miss Judson in a terror, but she certainly looked piqued. Eyebrow quirked, she beckoned me with a crook of her finger. I hung tight to Peony’s hatbox and composed my defense, but Sir Quentin made it unnecessary. And impossible.

	He grabbed me in another bone-crushing squeeze. “Helena, give the girl some credit! She’s a plucky lass, just like you.”

	Now Aunt Helena spotted Mrs. Bloom. “I might have known,” she said, charging down the carriage like a bull. “You haven’t made a pest of yourself with decent people enough, Mrs. Bloom, that you must go about accosting their children!”

	She yanked me toward her. I was going to get a concussion at this rate.

	“Nobody accosted me! I followed her.”

	“Myrtle suspected I might be planning to sabotage the train.” Mrs. Bloom said this with complete gravity, and not to make the other adults laugh. “She was naturally concerned.”

	“Naturally,” Miss Judson murmured.

	“Sabotage?” Aunt Helena sniffed. “On an English train? I hardly think so.”

	Miss Judson coughed politely. I freed myself and Peony at last and hastened over to her.

	Aunt Helena was not finished with Mrs. Bloom. “You are a disgrace to respectable company, and I’ll see Sir Quentin throw you out on your ear.” She banged her stick against the carpeted floor for emphasis. Aunt Helena was irascible and disapproving as a rule (you could classify her scientifically by the trait: Amita helena irritabilis)—but this seemed out of proportion, even for her.

	“Well, you could try,” Mrs. Bloom offered conversationally. “But Mr. Ballingall and I have come to an agreement. Isn’t that right? Miss Hardcastle, do sit down before you topple the train, and Miss Highsmith, you’re not a pack mule. Don’t let her treat you like one.”

	Sir Quentin tried to be appeasing. “Mrs. Bloom is merely here to, shall we say, oversee the arrangements. Isn’t that right, Myrtle?”

	I didn’t like being drawn into their disagreement, and I wasn’t sure how to answer that. But I was saved from replying when the vestibule doors once more made their shrieking announcement of the arrival of yet another party.

	“Father! Where have you got to? Everyone’s waiting for your speech!” This was delivered by a younger, female version of Sir Quentin. Several years older than Miss Judson, she was squat and plump, with colorless hair scraped back into a knot, and birdlike eyes in her round face.

	“Temperance!” Sir Quentin boomed. “Come and meet our guests. We’ve assembled early. Jumped the gun, so to speak.”

	Miss Ballingall clomped aboard, clad in a drab plaid cape over a faded walking skirt. Her right arm was bent at her waist, the fist balled up as if hiding something, and in her left she bore a startlingly large pair of gleaming gold scissors.

	“Oh, good,” said Aunt Helena. “I assumed Cicely had lost them.”

	“It was ever so kind of you to lend them, dear Helena,” said Miss Ballingall. “You know how Father loves his ceremony!” She held the scissors out to Sir Quentin, who replied with a disappointed scowl.

	“You’ve all invaded my train before we could have the ceremony,” he huffed. “Not much point to it anymore.”

	“Father, don’t be silly. You’ve prepared your speech. That’s all that matters. We’d love to hear it.”

	“Nope, nope. Won’t hear of it now. I’ll go and tell them to take down the ribbon. Where’s that porter? Must get the ladies settled.” He took the scissors and bustled out the opposite door, behind the piano.

	Miss Ballingall came smiling through the carriage. “Well. What a muddle! Father won’t soon forget this,” she said, with a wink. “He’ll be telling that story for years. Everyone, come and sit down, or should I fetch the porters so you can all see to your compartments? Yes, that’s best, isn’t it?”

	She reached up with her left arm and tugged on the signal wire, which swagged along the length of the ceiling. “Don’t do this while we’re running, though—it will stop the train.”

	She turned to me, solemn and merry at the same time. “Miss Myrtle, we are Very Glad Indeed to have you aboard. I hope you enjoy our little Excursion. Dear Helena speaks of you constantly, and I feel I’ve known you—and you, Miss Judson, of course!—for years.”

	She moved on to Mrs. Bloom. “I’m sorry we didn’t have a chance to meet earlier. I hope Father wasn’t too dreadful.”

	“Not at all, Miss Ballingall. I hope you’ve been well.”

	Miss Ballingall’s face clouded, and she rubbed absently at her arm. “Life with Father on one of his schemes is always such a whirlwind!”

	“I’m sure he’ll make a great success of it, my dear,” said Mrs. Bloom.

	Miss Ballingall tried to laugh. “Well, we’ll try at any rate! Sunny Fairhaven awaits. Good thing you’ve brought your umbrella.” Still rubbing her arm, she set off toward the vestibule door. “Let me arrange a compartment for you. We’re not so full up as all that.”
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	Under the cheerful direction of Miss Ballingall, we got settled in our compartments, such as they were.

	“How can you be disappointed?” demanded Miss Judson, surveying her bed in all its gilded and flounced and befringed glory, the glittering crystal chandelier, the Turkish carpet. “This is positively luxurious!”

	“The Brochure said Pullman sleeping cars.” I’d expected clever convertible furniture—settees that turned into bunks, or berths that folded down from the ceiling. “These are just bedrooms. Isn’t anything on here a proper train?”

	Miss Judson shook her head and stashed her valise in a cubby sized for exactly that purpose. Peony, liberated from the hatbox, immediately settled atop my pillow in the adjoining compartment. I followed her in but could still hear Miss Judson through the communicating door.

	“Did you see the Tiare Aurore?” She pronounced this with a decidedly French accent, making it sound even more alluring. “I wonder if I can capture those colors. I ought to have brought my oils.”

	“Sir Quentin was supposed to store it in the safe.” I summarized his quarrel with Mrs. Bloom.

	Miss Judson swung into my compartment. “Perhaps we’ll be beset by highwaymen.”

	“We’re on a train.” Although that did happen all the time in America.

	“Or maybe even”—she scooped Peony up and dandled her white forepaws—“cat burglars.”

	“No,” Peony said, wriggling free.

	I could not decide whether or not to be disappointed in Miss Judson’s utter lack of reaction to my smuggling of Peony aboard the train—but I decided not to remark on it, if she wasn’t going to. Instead, I just stuffed the Decaying Hat into a cubby and gathered up my newspapers.

	“Ahem.” Miss Judson held out an expectant hand, and I handed them over. She gave a little sigh.

	“What?”

	“You know perfectly well what.” She sorted through them, frown intensifying. “This goes against our express purpose of being here. You are on holiday.” She waved her hand at the Positively Luxurious compartment for emphasis.

	I watched the newspapers with a visceral longing I could scarcely explain. Especially with Father in Paris, someone had to monitor things. “I need to know what’s going on. In London. At—at the sessions.” I couldn’t bring myself to say trial.

	Her frown softened. “Your father is keeping abreast of the case and has promised to inform you of any important developments.”

	“They’re all important!”

	“Really.” She flipped through the Upton Register. “What revelations do you expect from an interview with Mr. Ambrose’s first-form teacher?” She tossed the papers over to Peony on the bed, shuffled me into the corridor, and shut my compartment door with a decisive click.
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	Back aboard the Ladies’ Lounge carriage, everyone was admiring the tiara. The cover had been removed from the case, and the jewels glowed blue-green in the afternoon sun. Our party had been joined by the matched pair of elderly ladies, as well as the invalid woman with her nurse, and even her weary eyes were drawn to the gemstones.

	“Aren’t they stunning?” twittered one of the old ladies. The tiara was twice the size of her head, and she had to stand on tiptoe to blink myopically into the case.

	“Stunning,” her companion chirped back.

	Aunt Helena peered through the glass with her lorgnette. “I was at the Royal Wedding* myself, of course.” She made it sound as though she’d been a guest, and hadn’t merely crabbed for a view through the crush on Marlborough Street like thousands of other people in London. “What a coup for Sir Quentin to have them here on his train for us to see up close.”

	“They’re such an extraordinary color—colors.” Cicely gazed at the jewels, dark eyes huge and luminous.

	“Aren’t they?” said Miss Ballingall. “Alexandrite stones appear green in sunlight, but take on their enchanting violet cast by artificial light. Father had the electricity installed especially to show off the Northern Lights to their best advantage. The effect is so much more brilliant than by gas or candlelight.”

	“They really do evoke the aurora borealis,” said Miss Judson. “What do you plan to do with them in Fairhaven, Sir Quentin? Forgive me, but I don’t think they’ll go with your suit.”

	Sir Quentin’s laugh rumbled like cannon fire. “They’ll be the centerpiece at my new hotel. Crowds will come from miles around to see them—maybe even convince the House of Jolie to open up a branch in town.”

	“It seems a shame to keep them locked up.” I Observed that Miss Judson was working on a sketch of some unknown woman, face not yet filled in, coronet of dark braids crowned by the tiara.

	“They’d look smashing on you, Miss Judson! Ought to have you model them for me. Catch all the rich young men’s eyes.”

	Miss Judson regarded him mysteriously. “Hmm.”

	I glanced over to Observe Mrs. Bloom Observing all of us, watching us with cold calculation, as if working out who was most likely to “make a move” on the stones. It made me uncomfortable, and I tugged at the collar of my coat. She’d taken out some knitting, and her flicking needles reminded me of Peony’s sensitive whiskers, seeking out danger.

	While Aunt Helena’s attention was elsewhere, I approached Mrs. Bloom and took the chair opposite. “Do you really think there’s any risk something might happen to the tiara?”

	Clickety-click went the needles, as the wheels rumbled away underfoot, a stimulating rhythm that thrummed into my bones. “Miss Hardcastle, I make my living assuming there’s always a risk.”

	I still had her calling card, and now I finally gave it a proper inspection. An engraving of a cloud-ringed mountain sat above text which read:

	Mrs. Isid. Bloom, Investigator 

	Albion Casualty Insurance Co. 

	Manchester • Leeds • London

	“Investigator!” I breathed, scarcely believing it. “Like the Pinkertons or something?”

	“Hardly anything so melodramatic. I’m an insurance investigator.”

	“What’s that?” I hadn’t realized there was anywhere in England a woman could be a professional Investigator. I’d been expecting to make my way to America and the Pinkerton National Detective Agency, if Scotland Yard didn’t work out.

	“Loss prevention. I make sure all the claims made against stolen or damaged goods are authentic.” She rummaged in her carpetbag and held out a paper package of sweets. “Humbug? Assuredly not poisoned. We hardly want a repeat of Bradford, do we?”

	My eyes widened in appreciation. The infamous case of arsenic-laced candy from 1858 had killed twenty-one people and led to important laws to protect food from contamination. I took one and sucked on it companionably as Mrs. Bloom knitted. Checking up on insurance fraud didn’t sound terribly interesting—not like investigating murders—but even so! “What makes you think the tiara is at risk?”

	With a shrewd look, Mrs. Bloom produced a newspaper of her own, the Portsmouth Evening News, dated a few days ago. The front page was dedicated to John Monson’s upcoming murder trial in Scotland (yet another place we might have gone instead of Fairhaven). “Have a look at page three.”

	I glanced at Miss Judson, reluctant to commit this particular transgression without waiting a few minutes, at least, but she was absorbed in her sketchbook. Flipping through, I spotted a small item wedged into the corner:

	
		Brighton Bandit Strikes Again!

		Police in Brighton, Southsea, and Eastbourne report that the thefts of jewelry plaguing holiday resort towns this summer—previously thought to have slackened—have recommenced. The thief or thieves have thus far absconded with properties surpassing £100. No suspects are yet identified, and none of the stolen items has been recovered.

	I let out all my breath and my eyes flew over the edge of the paper to Mrs. Bloom. Jewel thieves! In seaside holiday towns! “That’s why you wanted the tiara stored in the safe.” 

	Mrs. Bloom sat back into her purple armchair. “Still, Sir Quentin’s probably right. You’d have to be mad to try something on a moving train.”

	“Or daring,” I said, thinking of Billy Garrett, my favorite penny dreadful hero. I glanced around the carriage, trying to see the other passengers as Mrs. Bloom did—as potential thieves. “How did you know my name? Do you know everyone aboard?”

	Now she gave me the shrewd look, indicating her bag. “Passenger manifest,” she said. “And employee rolls. Provided by Eastern Coastal Railways.” She had an air of satisfaction that reminded me even more of Peony. “I know more about this train than Sir Quentin, and he built the thing.”

	Such a vast amount of information to possess—about us, about everyone. I couldn’t decide whether to be envious or uncomfortable. Yet preventing crimes before the fact—there was a novel idea. I wanted to know more. “What other cases have you worked on? Is it all famous jewels?”

	“Wouldn’t that be fun! No, accidents, mostly. Sometimes suspicious deaths.” Her eyes slid toward me. “But nothing like what you’ve been up to, Miss Myrtle Hardcastle of Swinburne. The Redgraves Murder? Impressive.”

	I could feel my cheeks color. “That was in the passenger manifest?” I said meekly.

	Her grey eyes glittered. “I have my sources. But I would love to hear the real story.”

	Twisting my fingers together, I glanced across at Miss Judson—she’d played a major role, as well. “I’m supposed to be on holiday.” My voice was faint and soggy.

	Mrs. Bloom nodded. “I understand.” I couldn’t help the flood of disappointment that washed through me. “Perhaps another time.”

	“Will you be staying in Fairhaven, too?”

	“Indeed I shall.”

	“On business?” My voice was eager.

	“Visiting old friends. How long will Hardcastle and Associates be there?”

	“A fortnight,” I said, with a tortured sigh.

	She dipped into her carpetbag and handed me a thick book with a faded black cloth cover. “Here. If you run out of things to do, the shoreline hereabouts is an excellent source.”

	“Source?” The book, Figures of Characteristic British Fossils by William Hellier Baily, was full of detailed sketches of snails and ferns and otherworldly creatures like insects gone nightmarishly awry. Trilobite, declared the caption: Actual Size. I shut the book again with a shudder.

	“I find it a very satisfying sort of detective work,” she said. “The idea that the past is never buried for good, but always ready to reveal itself to someone determined to find it.”

	I liked that. It did describe Investigation quite nicely.

	“Keep that,” she added. “See what you can dig up on that beach.”

	“But don’t you need it?”

	Mrs. Bloom shook her head. “I’ve done my digging in Fairhaven,” she said—and the way she said it, the way adults often say such things, made me think she meant something entirely different.

	“What do you mean? Are you here to ‘dig up’ some other old mystery?”

	She just smiled that cryptic smile again. “It seems you’re being Summoned.”

	With dismay, I turned and followed her gaze across the car, to where my impertinent chatter had drawn Aunt Helena’s attention. She was staring daggers at the both of us. “I’d better go,” I said. “She’ll say I’m bothering you.”

	“You aren’t.” Mrs. Bloom’s voice was firm.

	“When can I see you again?” I asked. “I have so many questions.”

	“Perhaps breakfast tomorrow, if your party can spare you? Dining carriage, seven o’clock?”	

	“They can spare me.” I wouldn’t miss that appointment for all the alexandrites in Russia.

	[image: ]

	At night, the Empress Express seemed even more elegant. After dinner in the dining car (during which I was subjected to Aunt Helena’s Strong Opinions on everything from the Disgraceful Mrs. Bloom and Respectable Jobs for Ladies to the deplorable state of the drains in Most Seaside Towns), we assembled once more in the lounge carriage. The elderly ladies, who were called Miss Causton and Miss Cabot, sat together like eager children, bouncing in their seats and whispering, while Nurse Temby fussed over the sickly Miss Penrose. Sir Quentin had changed his ringmaster’s costume for a deep aubergine dinner jacket, but Miss Ballingall was nowhere to be seen. The glass case with the tiara had been covered once more, and I was itching to peek under the cloth. I wanted to see the exotic coloration of the stones come alive under Sir Quentin’s electric lights. 

	Miss Judson had drawn no fewer than four studies of the tiara, from all angles, trying to capture its shifting colors. But she had put away her sketchbook and we all sat in rapt expectation, waiting for the evening’s Entertainment to begin.

	We did not have to wait long. A few minutes after ten o’clock, as we rumbled contently along the coastline, a porter heaved open the vestibule door, admitting a draft and Miss Ballingall. I let out a gasp, for she was transformed. Gone was the dowdy plaid, and in its place an elegant swish of loose blue velvet, long silvery gloves, and a hairstyle that must have taken all evening to achieve—upon which was perched, in a crest of dazzling violet, the Northern Lights.

	Mrs. Bloom was on her feet in an instant, quivering with outrage, but as Miss Ballingall glided through the carriage like a frosty peacock, she made herself take her seat. She sat at the very edge of the plush armchair and fixed Sir Quentin with an accusing look, which he flagrantly ignored.

	He had bounded to his own feet to take his daughter’s hand. “Now, my good ladies, I present to you the true treasure of the Empress Express, my precious songbird herself—in an exclusive debut performance, my daughter, Temperance!” He held her left hand aloft as she dipped a surprisingly graceful curtsy.

	“Oh, thank you all,” she said, round cheeks glowing. “If you’ll forgive me, I may be out of practice . . .” She gave a nervous cough.

	Another movement in the carriage caught my eye. Nurse Temby rose to her feet and seized the handles of the bath chair. “Please excuse us.” She was a small, sturdy woman of middling years, with iron-grey hair held up by a white peaked cap. She wheeled the bath chair into the aisle. “Miss Penrose isn’t feeling up to this much company, I’m afraid.”

	“Yes, do forgive me.” Miss Penrose’s voice was thready and ethereal, like she was speaking across a great distance. Her pallid skin looked translucent in the lamplight, and the hand she offered Miss Ballingall trembled. Miss Judson had said she was only twenty-two years old, but it was hard to believe.

	“Dear Maud, there’s nothing at all to forgive!” Miss Ballingall gave them a kind smile. “Don’t trouble yourself about my little business here.” She watched them depart, concern creasing her brow—unless that was the weight of the tiara. “Poor girl,” she murmured.

	Miss Penrose’s departure cast a pall over the carriage, but Sir Quentin set us back on track. “We need a little musical entertainment more than ever now, my dear.” With a snap of his fingers, the electric lights dimmed, and Cicely slipped to the piano. A hush fell over the carriage, Miss Ballingall coughed again, and a moment later, a tremulous song, wan and wispy as Miss Penrose, made its hesitant way past her lips.

	We had to strain to hear her. In the low lights, the carriage felt cavernous and echoey. Every sound seemed amplified: each slight rustle and intake of breath, sour note of the piano, uncomfortable shift of backside against velvet. Miss Ballingall’s song—an Italian melody that might once have been on its way to an opera, but got lost and found Miss Ballingall instead—tried to work through the crushing silence, but her voice wavered and broke and caught back on itself.
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