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          Prologue
          September 5, 1909
        

      
      Christoph took another step back toward the edge of the volcano. Although he wasn’t close enough to see the lava, he could hear it churning, feel its oppressive heat wash over his body. The men in black suits advanced, forming a half-circle around him. With enemies on three sides, and a steep fall into the volcano’s mouth behind him, it was easily the second- or third-most dire situation he had faced this month.

      “Look friends,” said Christoph, “the last thing I want is to jump into an active volcano, but I am willing to do it.”

      If the men in black suits understood him, they gave no indication. After a moment, Christoph continued, “I assume you think I’m bluffing. I assure you that I am not.”

      Christoph took two more steps back. “I know I can survive the lava.” He smoothly removed a satchel from his shoulder and held it out over the volcano’s mouth. “The question is…will this?”

      His adversaries stopped in their tracks.

      “Finally, a reaction. Now I just need to figure out how to get you to speak to me. As I said, I have no desire to end up inside that volcano, if for no other reason than I very much like this vest. However, if we are unable to open up some form of dialogue, that might become inevitable. Does anyone have any thoughts on this?

      “Yes, you in the back,” said Christoph, pointing to a particularly large man standing toward the rear of the swarm. The man responded with a strange, high-pitched growl. “Well said,” continued Christoph. “You sound angry, and that makes sense. You stole this satchel first. Then I come along, take it away from you, and dangle it over a volcano.”

      Christoph still received no response. His audience simply stood there, staring relentlessly at the bag in his hand. He decided to stare back at them. Minutes passed. Then more minutes. Finally, Christoph said, “I’m going to be honest with you. I’ve just been trying to keep you busy until my rescue could arrive.” He pointed up to the sky, but none of the men in black turned their heads to see the hot-air balloon emerge from the thick smoke that filled the air.

      The balloon drifted closer, and closer, and closer still…then farther away. It rose higher, dropped abruptly, and then soared upward, flying off in a different direction until it was again lost in the smoke.

      “Well, that was anticlimactic,” said Christoph. Then he slung the satchel back over his shoulder and rolled up his shirtsleeves. “I suppose we’re going to have to do this the old-fashioned way.”

      He charged at the men.

      

      ***

      When Christoph finally managed to find the remains of the balloon, crashed into the mountainside, he heard a rhythmic thumping. A girl sat perched on the edge of the basket, kicking her feet up and down. “Not the best rescue,” he said to her.

      “Sorry,” replied Clara with a shrug. “Oh no! Your vest.”

      Christoph’s vest, like every other piece of his clothing, was stained with dark-green streaks. “No matter,” he said, “because I found what they were guarding.” With that, he slid the satchel off his shoulder.

      “What’s in it?” asked Clara.

      Christoph opened the bag. He took out a metal sphere covered in a series of grooves and then several photographs of what appeared to be a cave wall. They both stared at the contents.

      “You don’t know what they are, do you?” asked Clara.

      “Of course I do,” replied Christoph. “It’s some pictures…and a ball.”

      Clara sighed. “I’ll find us a good detective.”

    
  
    
      
        Chapter 1

      
      It was a beautiful morning in Providence, Rhode Island. A soft summer breeze rolled by a yellow house and continued past the black carriage which had parked down the street. Inside that carriage sat Christoph and Clara. Christoph peered out the window, using a small pair of binoculars to watch the occupant of the house.

      “Is this some kind of joke?” he asked.

      “It is not,” replied Clara, absentmindedly flipping through a magazine.

      “This is the person we want?”

      “It is,” replied Clara.

      “A fifteen-year-old girl?” asked Christoph, looking through his binoculars.

      “She’s sixteen, actually.”

      “…And she appears to be talking to herself.”

      “Maybe there’s someone else in the room.”

      “I can’t see anyone.”

      Clara looked up from the magazine, excitement in her eyes. “Maybe there’s someone else in the room…but they’re invisible!”

      Christoph shook his head and sighed. “You’re sure this is the right person?”

      “Yes,” Clara replied. “That’s Rose Moriarty. Our contacts said this house was once a boarding school. A school that only accepted young ladies who could do amazing things. Miss Moriarty’s amazing thing is that, despite her age, she’s a brilliant detective. Then our contacts said Miss Moriarty was probably the finest detective who would be willing to work for the likes of us.”

      “And why is that, exactly?”

      “Because of her father.”

      Christoph stared at Clara for a moment before a look of understanding flashed in his eyes. “Are you telling me that she is the daughter of Professor James Moriarty?”

      “Apparently,” she said, returning to her magazine.

      “The man who killed Sherlock Holmes?”

      “So I was told.”

      Christoph peered through the binoculars at Rose. She was of average height for her age. Her clothing was unremarkable. “She just looks so…ordinary,” said Christoph, then he looked back to Clara and asked, “What happened to this school?”

      “Something very bad, although our contacts didn’t know what exactly. Then the girls all went their separate ways. Everyone, that is, except for Miss Moriarty.” Clara flipped to the next page in her magazine. “Hey! That must be why she’s talking to herself! See, we’re already solving mysteries.”

      Christoph furrowed his brow. “What are you even doing?”

      “Looking at pictures of dresses,” said Clara. “They’re pretty.” With her eyes still firmly glued to the pages, she continued, “…And Miss Moriarty is leaving.”

      Christoph turned to see the girl exiting the house. He called out to the carriage driver, “Follow that girl, but at a distance. She mustn’t see us.”

      Rose Moriarty stopped briefly at a newspaper stand before embarking on a circuitous route through the streets of Providence. She paused to stare at various shop windows, but never entered, until she reached a small teahouse named The Copper Band. She sat at a table near the front window and began reading her newspaper.

      “A teenage detective who talks to herself, then sits around reading the paper,” said Christoph. “Not quite what I was hoping for.” He pulled a wide-brimmed hat over his head and exited the carriage to get a better view. Clara followed a few steps behind him as they navigated a maze of pedestrians and vendors.

      “Heiress vanishes!” shouted a boy to their right, holding up a newspaper. A young girl doing her best to balance a basket overflowing with flowers headed toward Christoph, and another newsboy jumped in front of Clara. This one shouted, “Panther prowls the streets of Providence!” and waved his newspaper in her face. Clara’s eyes were drawn to an illustration of a large black cat creeping along the roof of a factory building.

      Clara sidestepped the boy, but now the flower girl was making her way to other potential customers, and Christoph was about to enter a restaurant across from the tea shop. Clara hurried and joined him at a table.

      Christoph stared across the street at Rose, who sat with her back to the window, paging through her newspaper. After a moment, he turned to Clara and said, “You’re sure that…”

      “She’s the one,” replied Clara before he could finish his question.

      Christoph turned back to the window. After a few minutes, he looked bored enough that Clara assumed they would soon return to their coach. Then a bald man with a waxed mustache sat down across from Rose. They talked for some time before the man stood up, bowed, and walked away. A few minutes later, his seat was taken by a woman in a bright red dress. Once she left, a man in a turban sat down. One after another, a parade of characters stopped to speak with Rose, each one more interesting than the last.

      While Christoph remained engrossed in the show taking place across the street, Clara scanned the patrons dining around them. Although they paled in comparison to the gowns she saw in her magazines, several of the ladies’ dresses had necklines which scooped down past the collarbone. For a moment, Clara wished she could wear something like that…then she looked back at Christoph and reminded herself there were rules she was not allowed to break.

      After just over an hour, Rose stood up. Seconds later, she exited the front door of the teahouse. Christoph and Clara made their way back to the carriage. When Christoph entered, he noticed a key lying on the seat.

      “What’s that?” asked Clara.

      “My hotel key,” said Christoph, scooping it up. “It must have fallen out of my pocket.” He rapped on the side of the carriage, then called out to the driver, “Continue to follow the girl!”

      Rose returned to her house, taking a far more direct route than she had earlier in the day. Whereas before, Christoph could do nothing but complain, now he seemed content to sit and quietly observe. With the daylight dimming, he stared at Rose’s house like a cat perched outside a mousehole. Clara looked up from her magazines to see a family of four strolling along the far side of the street. It made Clara think of her own family, but she knew better than to focus on the past, so she returned to studying her dresses. Finally, a muffled crash came from the house, and a series of shadows could be seen flitting across the illuminated windows of the second floor.

      Clara turned to Christoph. “Should we…do something?” she asked.

      Christoph shook his head and replied, “Let’s wait and see what happens.”

      Clara could only guess at what was unfolding within. She thought she heard the roar of a large cat, but she realized it was probably just her imagination, fueled by the illustration of the factory panther that the newsboy had held in her face. Eventually, Rose Moriarty appeared at the front of the house, pinned a note to the door, and then slid back inside.

      Before the door even closed, Christoph had the binoculars up to his eyes. On the front of the note, printed in large letters, was his name. “Well,” he said, “that’s promising.”

      He walked up to the house and removed the note from the front door.

      Please enter at your convenience.

      As soon as he opened the door, an even voice called out, “Won’t you join me in the sitting room?”

      Christoph followed the sound of the voice to a small parlor, richly furnished with statues and paintings of mythical beasts. Next to the fire sat Rose Moriarty, though she quickly stood and curtsied when Christoph entered the room.

      “This was…intriguing,” said Christoph, holding up Rose’s note.

      “Normally, we’d have someone to greet you at the door,” said Rose. “But this is the butler’s day off, and I wasn’t sure if you needed to be formally invited to enter.” She stared at him knowingly.

      “That’s an old wives’ tale,” he replied, his face remaining blank, “like most of the stories about me. What other questions do you have?”

      “Would you prefer I call you Sir William Gerard, the name you’ve chosen to travel under, or by your real name, Count Christoph of the Carpathian Mountains?”

      “The latter,” replied Christoph, still expressionless. “Next?”

      “Would you prefer that I wait for you to explain why you’ve sought me out, or may I ask about the orb now?”

      “Very good,” said Christoph, the corners of his mouth curling into a grin. “How exactly did you figure all of this out?”

      “Through a combination of observation and deduction,” replied the young detective.

      Rose Moriarty was an exceptionally talented liar…

    
  
    
      
        Chapter 2

      
      …But here’s what really happened.

      It was a beautiful morning in Providence, Rhode Island. A soft summer breeze rolled by a yellow house and continued past the black carriage which had parked down the street. Inside that carriage sat Christoph and Clara, and inside the house, Rose Moriarty was talking to the portrait hanging above the fireplace.

      “Hi, Hina,” she said to the young woman in the painting. “My first day here at school, you sat me down in your office and told me I could come and talk to you about anything. I nodded and smiled politely, never for a moment expecting to take you up on your offer. But somehow you broke down those walls I had put up. You broke them down so well that I still can’t stop talking to you, even though you’re gone.”

      Rose paused for a moment, as if to give her teacher a chance to respond, but Hina simply stared back at her, as portraits tend to do. “I still haven’t figured out where you disappeared to. Which, I suppose, is obvious, given that I’m talking to your picture instead of you.”

      Rose walked closer to the portrait and gently placed her hand on the bottom of the frame. “It’s particularly hard because, if there was one thing I was supposed to be good at, it was solving mysteries. I was the detective. Well, one of them…but that was my way to be part of the team. Now here I am, one year later, no closer to finding you than the day we lost you at that church… Some detective, huh?”

      There was something about Hina’s eyes, so deeply brown they almost matched her raven hair, which made her look sad. But maybe Rose was just projecting.

      “I got a letter from Nikki this morning,” said Rose, crashing down onto a leather sofa. “She writes all about the work she’s been doing since she stopped teaching here and resumed her research, including some amazing breakthroughs she made when she was in France. Oh, and apparently she’s dying.” Rose sighed. “So it hasn’t really been the best day, all in all.

      “If I’m being completely honest,” said Rose, smiling at the painting before continuing, “which you know isn’t the easiest thing for me, it’s been an awful day, after a truly terrible year, and I…” The smile slid off Rose’s face and her gaze fell to the floor. “It’s just been hard.”

      At that last word, her voice cracked. It was just the slightest bit, but it was there, and Rose reminded herself she was being watched. It was one thing for a pair of strangers to see her talking to herself, but quite another to become emotional in front of them. She forced her eyes back up to the painting and a smile back onto her face.

      “Then there are these two.” Rose stood and walked to the mirror, which hung on the opposite wall. “A man in a fine suit, probably custom-made, and a girl who doesn’t like to look up. They’ve been spying on me for the better part of an hour.” She peered at the reflection of the carriage. “Of course, I can hear your voice in my head, saying, ‘Everything happens for a reason.’ You’d insist it’s no coincidence that, the very same day I received Nikki’s letter, this mystery drops into my lap.

      “I don’t mean the mystery of the two in the carriage, obviously. Don’t get me wrong, they’re decent at surveillance, but they’re nothing compared to the man who’s been watching them.” In the mirror, Rose scanned the roofs of the surrounding houses until she noted a slight movement in the shadow of one of the chimneys. “There he is. If that even is a man.

      “Something crawling along the rooftops,” she continued, turning back toward the portrait, “barely visible. Spying on two shadowy figures who have been spying on me. Now that’s a mystery.”

      Rose stared into Hina’s eyes. “I can hear you saying, ‘Everything happens for a reason.’ But I haven’t been on anything resembling an adventure since you disappeared and…I’ve never had to do this on my own.

      “Still, if you were here now, you’d tell me to pick myself up, walk out that door, and go do what I do best. Solve that mystery… Then you’d tell me to ask Seffy for help.” Rose waited for a moment to give the portrait one last chance to interject. “One out of two isn’t bad, right?”

    
  
    
      
        Chapter 3

      
      Rose Moriarty was the queen of cities. Since her earliest days growing up in Edinburgh, they were her place of power. The echo of shoes against cobblestones meant she could never be taken by surprise. The flow of foot traffic gave her the means to disappear at a moment’s notice.

      Today, however, disappearing was the last thing Rose wanted to do. She walked slowly and stopped frequently, taking special care to stay visible to her pursuers. The city even provided the means to keep tabs on the carriage behind her, thanks to the reflective surfaces of the shop windows lining both sides of the street.

      The roof crawler, on the other hand, was proving far more difficult to find. No matter what Rose tried, she couldn’t catch a glimpse of it. In fact, she was beginning to suspect it may have ceased its pursuit and moved on. Then she looked down at a nearby puddle and managed to catch the briefest hint of movement reflected from the skyline behind her. Rose still had no idea who or what the crawler might be. A genuine mystery. Her heart skipped a beat, and she smiled. It had been too long since she felt that kind of excitement.

      The young detective stopped at a corner newsstand. She picked up a paper and said to the newsagent, “I’ve called ahead to The Copper Band to order the special. If you could have a couple of the boys there to distract the occupants of that carriage up the street, I’d appreciate it. I’ll take the long way, so they should have plenty of time to get set up.”

      The newsagent nodded, and Rose returned to wandering through the streets. In many ways, Providence was the perfect place for Rose to operate. It provided all the benefits of any other city—cobblestones, crowds, windows—but it was small enough for her to know every back alley and shortcut, every delivery schedule and line of sight. It was small enough for her to know everyone. To know what they wanted and needed, so she could build up a bank of favors done and favors owed.

      Eventually, the young detective reached The Copper Band. She smiled when she saw the gang of newsboys prowling the street, then walked through the front door. She was met by an impeccably dressed woman. “Good afternoon, Mrs. Miller,” said Rose.

      “Good afternoon, Miss Moriarty,” she replied. “I received your order and the special is ready.” They headed into a back room before Miller continued, “You’re being tailed?”

      “Yes. And my tail is being tailed.”

      “Interesting.”

      “Quite.”

      They turned down a hallway, where they were met by a young woman the same height and build as Rose, wearing the same hairstyle and an identical dress. Without breaking stride, Rose handed her newspaper off to her double and said, “The black carriage in front of Mr. Murphy’s shop. If you enter from the right and sit with your back to the window, they’ll never see your face.” With that, the doppelgänger headed toward the dining room while the other two continued on.

      At the end of the hall, Rose exited to the alley behind the teahouse, and Mrs. Miller shot off in a different direction. Through the door closing behind her, Rose could hear Miller’s voice saying, “Molly. You’re on, dear.”

      The young detective walked a few steps down the alley and then leaned back against the brick wall, suddenly wishing she had kept a few pages of the newspaper. Rose was never good at standing idle. Luckily, it took only a few minutes for the girl she was waiting for to come strolling into the far end of the alley. “Hey, Molls,” said Rose.

      “Hi, Rosie,” replied a small girl in ragged clothes carrying a basket overflowing with flowers.

      “What did you get?”

      “The jackpot,” said the girl, tossing a hotel key to Rose.

      The detective glanced at the key chain, a lion holding the number twenty-three, then tossed the key back to the girl. “Good job.”

      “You don’t need it?” asked the girl.

      “Now I know where he’s staying: The Royal Arms, room twenty-three. But the day I can’t pick a hotel lock is the day I close up shop.”

      “Should I slip it back into his pocket?”

      “Just toss it into their carriage. He’ll assume he dropped it.”

      “Okay.”

      “Nice job, Molly,” said the young detective, and she walked toward the end of the alley. “Tell your grandmother I should be back within the hour. Oh! And tell her to have the guy in the turban stop by the table. Everybody loves the guy in the turban.”

      

      ***

      Rose quietly shut the door to room twenty-three behind her and looked around. There were several schools of thought on the best way to search a hotel room. You could examine the furniture—lift the mattress, peer into vents, run your hand along the bottom of every drawer—but Rose knew that, if someone was truly in need of a secure hiding place, they wouldn’t leave it up to chance. After all, who knows if you’re going to find the perfect spot in a room you’ve never seen before, and who would trust a hotel strongbox, knowing that the management had their own key? Better instead to carry your own strongbox with you. To that end, Rose focused her search on the gentleman’s luggage.

      The majority of the baggage seemed innocent enough. Then a small trunk, inlaid with a gold wolf, grabbed her attention. Rose noticed that the interior dimensions of the trunk did not match the exterior. There was barely any difference, only a fraction of an inch. Most people wouldn’t have noticed. But Rose Moriarty wasn’t most people.

      There was no obvious mechanism for opening the secret compartment, but when she examined the wolf decoration, she noticed slight indentations at the end of two of its paws. Using either index finger, she pressed gently on both paws. With a soft click, the wolf’s head slid to one side, revealing a keyhole. Rose smiled. The better hidden the lock, the more likely it guarded something of value.

      This lock put the hotel door to shame. It was so complicated that it took Rose almost three full minutes to pick, but soon a secret drawer popped open at the base of the trunk. Rose was almost impressed at the level of paranoia required to create such an elaborate hiding spot. It seemed to indicate someone who had grown quite accustomed to keeping secrets. Rose looked through the papers that filled the drawer—a series of travel documents under a variety of names—and wondered if the man was a clandestine agent for some foreign power.

      One set of documents belonged to Sir William Gerard, the same name she had spied on the hotel registry before heading up to the gentleman’s room. Beneath these, she found a silver locket.

      Rose opened the locket to reveal, on one side, a picture of the man in the carriage and, on the other, a young woman in Victorian dress. Once Rose took a careful look at the woman’s face, she smiled and said to no one in particular, “I know you.”

      After a brief stop at The Copper Band to swap places with her double, Rose headed back to her former school and made her way upstairs to the library. Over the course of decades and generations, Hina’s family had assembled one of the world’s most complete collections on the arcane and the supernatural. The library was filled with two stories of books stacked from floor to ceiling, and Rose knew every inch of it. After all, she had spent the last year poring over its contents, hoping to uncover some clue as to where Hina had gone. While she never managed to find such a clue, she had learned many other things, and now her exceptionally well-trained memory led her back to one particular tome.

      Rose scampered up a ladder to grab a treatise on women who had gone missing under mysterious and mystical circumstances. She flipped through the pages, stopping on the entry for the woman from the locket, a Miss Wilhelmina Murray. From there, Rose moved from one volume to another, referencing and cross-referencing the “man” who had taken Wilhelmina.

      He was ancient. Over the centuries he had been known by many names. The oldest records referred to him as Count Christoph of the Carpathian Mountains, though he was more commonly known as Count Dracula.

    
  
    
      
        Chapter 4

      
      Rose darted from one shelf to the next, grabbing anything she could on Dracula or vampires in general. She read of their history, their powers and weaknesses, and although most of the information was based on hearsay and rumor, she found herself drawn back to one passage again and again.

      Rose grabbed her purse and pulled out the letter she had received that morning from her former teacher, Nikki. She quickly scanned it, and for the second time that day, she could hear Hina’s voice echoing in her head. “Everything happens for a reason…and you might want to look behind you.”

      The young detective spun around to see a man dressed in black standing a few feet away. The breath caught in her throat, and not just because she was startled. There was something deeply unnatural about this man. Somehow Rose knew this was the roof crawler she had caught glimpses of throughout the day.

      “The orb,” said the man in black. Rose had traveled across most of the world, but she couldn’t place his accent, although that could have been due to his deep, gravelly voice.

      The sound of her heartbeat echoed in Rose’s ears. She forced herself to exhale slowly and, in the most even voice she could manage, asked, “How did you get in here?” She didn’t need him to answer. A quick glance around the room revealed the skylight that adorned the massive arched ceiling had been slid to one side. The question was merely meant to stall the man long enough for Rose to reach into her purse and grab the handle of her folding fan.

      A better question might have been, “How did you get in here unnoticed?” Since there was no rope hanging from the skylight, the man had presumably dropped thirty feet to the library floor without making a sound.

      The crawler simply let out a low, buzzing growl and said, “Where is the orb?”

      “And what orb would that be?” Rose replied, her pulse racing faster.

      The crawler, no longer interested in conversing, lunged at her. With a flick of her wrist, Rose opened her folding fan, revealing a metal blade hidden in each segment. She swiped the weapon at him. Her fan blades slashed across the front of the crawler’s suit, and Rose could hear a clanking sound, like metal scraping against metal. He must have been wearing some kind of armor.

      Although uninjured, the crawler took a step back, apparently not expecting the girl to defend herself. This gave Rose a chance to grab her father’s cane from beside the desk. Twisting the wolf-shaped head, she unsheathed the saber hidden within. Rose’s father believed that the only thing more important than being armed was hiding that fact from one’s opponent.

      The crawler’s buzzing growl grew louder. His eyes began to bulge until they looked like they would explode out of his skull. Clawed talons tore through his fingertips. His body shook, and with the sound of a dull knife cutting steak, two more sets of arms burst forth from his overcoat. Rose, holding the saber up in front of her, quickly determined the most rational way to respond to this transformation.

      She turned around and sprinted toward the stacks of books.

      It had been over a year since Rose had been in a fight. More accurately, it had been over a year since she had fled from a monster. The tang of adrenaline in the back of her throat was familiar from previous adventures, but…something felt different. Her heart began to pound so hard that the rush of blood made her head swim.

      Suddenly, it was as though the last year fell away, and Rose was still running through the ruins of that abandoned church on the hill in Kingsport. It was so dark, but what little light there was cast shadows of the creature’s thrashing limbs. Through her head echoed a high-pitched clicking that bled into a scream…and she couldn’t see her team.

      The crashing sounds behind Rose snapped her back to the reality of the moment. She presumed the noises meant the crawler was plowing through anything in its path to get to her. It was gaining, likely just a few feet away, but she knew better than to look back. Instead, she darted down the first aisle to her right, then weaved her way through the maze of shelves. Rose instinctively made her way to the darkest part of the library and pressed herself flat into the narrow gap between two heavy bookcases. Suddenly, everything was quiet.

      She clasped both hands over her mouth to silence her ragged breathing. With no idea how this creature hunted, she dared not make a sound. If it tracked by sight or by movement, her hiding place would keep her safe. Her pulse slowed. Her breaths came more evenly. She was going to be okay.

      Unless it hunted by smell.

      Before Rose could finish her thought, an arm punched through the wood next to her head. She jerked to one side, but the tip of a talon slashed across her shoulder. Rose spun and plunged her saber toward the creature.

      The arm was sleeveless, indicating it was one of the extra limbs that had emerged from the creature’s coat, but this made its physiology clearly visible. It was pitch-black, long, and spindly. Rose targeted her attack toward what she deduced to be the crawler’s elbow joint. Her blade cut into the creature, and a spray of dark-green liquid exploded from its arm, splashing across Rose’s clothes and face.

      “Uck!” said Rose, gagging.

      The creature’s arm hung down at a strange angle, and rather than pulling it back through the bookcase, the crawler began smashing through with the rest of its appendages. Rose took this as an opportunity to continue her escape and sprinted back to the center of the room. While she ran, Rose tried to wipe the viscous blood away from her eyes and mouth. Please don’t be poisonous. Please don’t be poisonous, she thought, with each step carrying her closer to the library door.

      A few seconds later, she flung that door open to reveal a panther, wearing a dress, standing upright on its hind legs.

    
  
    
      
        Chapter 5

      
      “Get down!” shouted the panther.

      Rose dropped to the floor, and the panther leapt over her in the direction of the crawler. What followed was a cacophony of angry buzzing, growling, and smashing wood. By the time Rose was back on her feet, she turned to see the panther standing in the middle of room with the crawler’s injured arm hanging out of her mouth.

      The rest of the crawler, now more bug than man, was flying up toward the open skylight on a newly grown set of wings. Before the panther could leap after it, the creature escaped into the darkness of the night sky.

      Rose stared at the giant panther. The panther stared back, then spat out the bug arm.

      “Well, that was disgusting,” she said.

      “Yes,” said Rose. “Yes, it was. How have you been, Seffy?” Rose’s first instinct was to rush over and hug her friend, but she stifled it. For one thing, she wasn’t sure how Seffy would react, and also…they were both covered in quite a lot of green blood.

      “Alright,” said Seffy. “You know, same old stuff. How about you? Anything interesting happen lately?”

      Rose laughed, but her face abruptly grew darker. “Did you hear about Nikki?”

      “Yeah,” said Seffy. “Her letter arrived this morning. I suspect she wrote to everyone who was a student here. That’s why I came by.”

      Now, Rose’s first instinct was to shout, “That’s what it takes to make you visit? Someone dying? You live two streets away, and I haven’t seen you in months!” But she stifled that too. Rose understood all too well that it was the people you cared about the most who could make you the angriest.

      “I would have come sooner,” continued Seffy, “but I got caught up on a case. Some wealthy heiress disappeared last night.”

      “I think I might have a way to save her.”

      “The heiress?”

      “No,” said Rose. “Nikki.”

      Seffy stopped and stared for a moment. “What? How?”

      “Vampire blood,” said Rose. Then she walked into the hallway.

      For a few seconds, Seffy stood staring at the open doorway, then she laughed. “For a moment, I actually thought you were being serious.”

      “I was being serious,” said Rose, reentering the library with a pair of fireplace tongs. We’re going to have a fight about this, aren’t we? You’re back for two minutes, and we’re already going to have a fight. She walked over to the crawler’s arm and used the tongs to lift it off the ground.

      “Vampire blood?” asked Seffy.

      “Yes,” replied Rose. She stared briefly at the arm, as if to make sure it wasn’t about to begin moving on its own, then walked back into the hall with it.

      “As in, the blood from a vampire?” asked Seffy, following behind her.

      “Yes!” said Rose. “According to everything I’ve read, it has incredible healing properties.”

      “You’re telling me that vampires really exist?”

      “Asked the giant talking cat.” Rose scolded herself for being flippant. She genuinely didn’t want to start a fight, but apparently her innate gift for sarcasm had other plans. She walked through a large door into what had been the school laboratory. She carefully dropped the bug arm into a large rectangular tank full of clear liquid, where it began to float. “A vampire would hardly be the strangest thing we’ve ever encountered. It might not even be the strangest thing we’ve encountered today.” She nodded toward the floating arm.

      “Anyway,” Rose continued, “I’ve recently encountered some strong evidence that vampires do, in fact, exist.”

      “Such as?”

      “Such as the one that’s been following me around for most of the day.”

      “I thought they only came out at night.”

      “Not this one, apparently,” said Rose, walking back into the hall. “Although I have a feeling that most of what’s been written about them is wrong.”

      “Except for the part about their blood being able to heal?” asked Seffy, following beside her.

      Why are we arguing about this instead of what we’re really mad about? thought Rose, although she said, “I think it’s at least worth exploring.”

      “What exactly do you propose? We hunt down the vampire, take its blood, and then inject it into Nikki? What could go wrong?”

      “No,” said Rose, who stopped and turned to face Seffy. “I propose we invite the vampire in for some tea and ask him for a blood sample. Nikki’s lab was turning a tidy profit before she started teaching here, but since she returned, it’s become a behemoth. If we can provide her with a sample, I’m sure she won’t have any trouble assembling a team of experts to analyze its healing properties. And if we ask nicely enough, she might even let you help. That is, assuming you might be interested in analyzing the biochemical makeup of blood from a previously unknown species.” A smile grew slowly across Rose’s face. She knew she had her.

      Seffy locked eyes with Rose for several seconds before shaking her head and saying, “I’m not agreeing to anything yet. I’m still hoping we can find a way to help Nikki that’s a bit less…supernatural.”

      “Says the girl who makes magic potions that turn her into animals.”

      “They turn me into human-animal hybrids,” said Seffy, waving a finger at Rose, “and they’re not magic potions. They’re serums. A product of science, not sorcery.”

      “I know,” said Rose as she turned around and headed for a staircase. “I just can’t help pushing your buttons. How long will it take you to change back?”

      “It’s a new formula,” replied Seffy, pulling a small vial from a pocket hidden inside her dress. She drank the contents down with one gulp, and her feline features began to soften and become a bit more human. “Maybe thirty seconds.”

      “Great,” said Rose, walking up the stairs. “Then let’s change into something less green-blood-spattered and go meet our new friends. You have some clothes left in your old room.”

      “I still haven’t agreed to this!” Seffy shouted after her. She stared up at the empty stairwell, waiting for some kind of response. Then the giant were-cat sighed and trudged up to her room for a change of clothes.

    
  
    
      
        Chapter 6

      
      It was just a few minutes later that Rose Moriarty found herself with a vampire walking into Hina’s parlor. Rose was confident she had chosen the right place to receive him. The parlor had always been Hina’s favorite room because it was, like her, a collaborative effort between both of her parents.

      From her father, there was the furniture: a half-dozen overstuffed chairs, upholstered in burgundy velvet, in a half-circle around the fireplace, the large hexagonal table that sat in their center, and the writing desk pushed against the far wall. From her mother, there was the decoration: cabinets filled not with fine china, but with models of griffins, centaurs, and every other mythical beast one could imagine. In one corner of the room, a sculpture of a unicorn stared across a small window at a dragon statue on the opposite side.

      Christoph walked into the room, perfectly at home among this menagerie of fantastic creatures. Although she had watched him follow her throughout the day, this was Rose’s best chance to study his features. He was impeccably dressed, clean-shaven, and traditionally handsome. His eyes were piercing and dark.

      “This was…intriguing,” he said, holding up Rose’s note.

      “Normally, we’d have someone to greet you at the door,” said Rose. “But this is the butler’s day off, and I wasn’t sure if you needed to be formally invited to enter.” She stared at him knowingly.

      “That’s an old wives’ tale,” he replied, his face remaining blank, “like most of the stories about me. What other questions do you have?”

      “Would you prefer I call you Sir William Gerard, the name you’ve chosen to travel under, or by your real name, Count Christoph of the Carpathian Mountains?”

      “The latter,” replied Christoph, still expressionless. “Next?”

      “Would you prefer that I wait for you to explain why you’ve sought me out, or may I ask about the orb now?”

      “Very good,” said Christoph, the corners of his mouth finally curling into a grin. “How exactly did you figure all of this out?”

      “Through a combination of observation and deduction,” replied the young detective.

      “I see,” said Christoph, his smile growing wider. “You are correct on all counts. I must admit, I’m impressed.”

      Rose responded with a slight bow of her head.

      “I’m here too,” said a tiny voice from the hall, then a girl’s head peeked around the edge of the doorway.

      “And who might you be?” asked Rose.

      “This is Clara,” responded Christoph. He waved toward Clara, and she quickly entered the room.

      Clara’s size and bearing led Rose to believe she was thirteen, possibly fourteen. Still, something about her seemed far older. Perhaps it was because her choice of dress belonged to a different era, with a high collar that covered her neck.

      “Most people would assume she was your daughter,” said Rose, “but she isn’t. Is she?”

      “No,” replied Christoph. “I never had children. Clara was the daughter of an old associate of mine. When he passed, I took her on as my ward… She is also the one that found you for me.”

      “Hello, Clara. I’m Rose Moriarty.”

      “The daughter of James Moriarty?” asked Christoph. “The great adversary of Sherlock Holmes?”

      “I suspect you already know the answer,” said Rose with a smile, “but, yes, I admit it proudly.”

      Christoph raised an eyebrow. “Proudly? Some would have described your father as a villain.”

      “More than some,” replied Rose, “but after he and Holmes faked their deaths at Reichenbach Falls, he had the opportunity to begin again…to change.”

      “And why would he want to do that?”

      Rose held the count’s gaze for a moment before replying, “Because of me.”

      “And what of your mother?” asked Christoph.

      Rose stifled a sigh. She had only just begun to take the measure of Christoph, cataloging those small tics and tells that reveal more than words ever would. Now she needed to shift her attention to the problem of how to avoid her least favorite topic. Luckily, Seffy’s entrance provided an excuse to change the subject.

      “Count Christoph, Clara,” said Rose, “may I introduce my associate, Sefina Moreau.”

      Seffy walked into the room and stopped behind Rose’s chair. While the young woman may have been less intimidating in human form, it was only slightly. Standing six feet tall and broad at the shoulders, Seffy would have towered over Rose even if she hadn’t been seated.

      “Interesting,” said the count. “I seem to remember hearing of a Dr. Moreau who had to leave England some years back. Your father?”

      “Yes,” replied Seffy, her hands tightening around the back of Rose’s chair. “Although the fact you’ve heard of him makes me question the circles in which you travel.”

      Desperate to break the tension suddenly filling the room, Rose interjected, “Seffy and I first met each other in this very parlor, just over four years ago.” She pointed to a picture of Hina as a child, which rested on the mantel, then continued, “When our headmistress was a little girl, she found she could perceive monsters…monsters no one else could see.

      “A few years later, when her parents were lost at sea, she was left with a small fortune and this incredible house, but robbed of the only two people in the world who believed in what she could do. So when she turned twenty-one, she decided to use her resources to reach out to other exceptional girls, who might otherwise have been all alone, and give them a place to belong. Seffy and I, along with several others, traveled from around the world to…”

      “And where did our Dr. Moreau travel, I wonder,” interrupted the count, his gaze gently drifting around the room, “after he left England’s shores?”

      “To an island in the Pacific,” said Rose, desperate to keep herself inserted as a buffer. “However, I must ask…”

      “I must ask,” said the count, now staring directly at Seffy, “if that’s where you were born? I would assume by your complexion that your mother was—”

      “I don’t particularly care for these questions,” said Seffy, meeting the count’s gaze.

      Rose stood, desperate to refocus the direction of the conversation. She didn’t know exactly what she was going to say, but she opened her mouth and trusted that the right words would come.

      “Hi, I’m Clara,” came the singsong voice of the girl forgotten in the corner. Clara, who had become engrossed in the shelves full of monsters, was now waving at Seffy. “I’m very impressed by how tall you are,” she said, before returning her attention to a griffin.

      “It’s a pleasure to meet you,” said Seffy, a slight smile crossing her lips. “And you may call me Seffy.” She then turned back to Christoph and continued, “You may call me Miss Moreau.”

      Something fierce flickered for a moment in Christoph’s eyes, then he replied, “Do I detect a bit of hostility, Miss Moreau?”

      “You do,” said Seffy. “You see, my father was a mad scientist in the most literal sense. The things he did, his experiments…he was a monster.

      “Yet, whenever I meet a man such as yourself, the half of my parentage which seems to shock them is that of my mother, because she had the unfortunate lack of sense to be born something other than white.

      “So, yes, your questions have somewhat offended me.” Seffy folded her arms across her chest, as if to signal she was not quite ready to be a full participant in this meeting. Given that Seffy’s traditional method for conflict resolution was to charge in like a bull, Rose was actually relieved at her friend’s restraint.

      For a second, the fire behind the count’s eyes burned brighter, then it suddenly disappeared. “My apologies,” said the count. “No offense was meant. I’m a bit older than I look, and sometimes I need reminding to…keep up with the times.” He turned his attention to Rose and continued, “Perhaps we should get down to business.”

      Rose appreciated the opportunity to change the subject. If Seffy could act like a bull, Rose was certain from the look in his eyes that Christoph had within him a matador. Seated between the two, Rose knew her best bet at keeping the peace was to be a bright red cape, dancing in the wind just enough to keep their attention focused on her. “Would that be the business of the bug-creatures chasing you or the business of the orb they’re after?” she asked.

      “Again, I am impressed,” replied Christoph. “You are indeed a remarkable young woman. Well chosen, Clara.”

      Clara, who was busily prodding the wing of the dragon statue with her finger, now turned to the count and curtsied. She then returned to poking the dragon.

      Christoph removed a small metal globe from his cloak and held it out in front of him. “This would be the orb in question. I recently liberated it from an old…rival of mine. In his native Egypt, he is known as the Scarab or Scarabeus. In the Western world, he is known simply as the Beetle.”

      “I would assume the bug-men work for him?” asked Rose.

      “They are his servants. Yes,” replied the count. “The Scarab is an ancient sorcerer, powerful enough that we have long endeavored to keep separate domains. I have Europe, while he holds sway in the Middle East. However, when rumors reached my ears that the Scarab was after an ancient artifact, I had to break our little truce.”

      “Why?” asked Rose.

      “Because that artifact could allegedly grant the powers of a god.”

      At those words, Rose’s shoulders tightened. If there was one thing guaranteed to aggravate Seffy, it was the idea of men playing God. Rose counted herself lucky that all she heard coming from behind her was the slightest of growls.

      The count took out a series of photographs and placed them on the table between him and Rose. “These lend credence to those rumors. I found them with the orb. According to notes on the back, these photographs document a series of pictures carved into a wall of the cave where the orb was first discovered.”

      Seizing on the opportunity to keep the focus on her, Rose made a show of leaning forward to study the photos. “Stylistically, these could be precursors to ancient cuneiform writing,” she said, making an effort to gesticulate dramatically. “They were found in what would have been Mesopotamia?”

      “Yes,” said Christoph, “but I’m less concerned with their location than the story they tell.” He pointed from one picture to the next. “The first shows a figure picking up the orb from the ground. The second, that same figure rising into the air. Then the last…the figure shooting what appear to be beams of energy out of his eyes.

      “Now,” said Christoph, while gathering up the photographs, “I’ve known the Scarab for a long time, and he’s dangerous enough as he is. The last thing anyone needs is for him to gain the ability to turn people to ash at a glance.”

      “Yes,” replied Rose, “that certainly doesn’t sound like the type of power that should fall into the wrong hands. So how may we be of service?” She already knew the answer. After all, if the count had merely wished to prevent his enemy from gaining new strength, he could have tossed the orb into the middle of the ocean and been done with it. No, Rose knew exactly what Christoph wanted, but there was still something to be learned by asking the question.

      Rose locked eyes with Christoph as he replied, “My objective is to prevent the Scarab from gaining the powers of the orb, by unlocking them myself.”

      At least he’s honest about it, thought Rose.

      “How noble of you,” said Seffy.

      “To that end,” continued Christoph, never shifting his attention away from Rose, “I managed to acquire the artifact before it could fall into his hands. Now I simply need to know how to activate it.”

      “Is that all?” asked Seffy.

      “I believe we can be of assistance.” Now it was Rose’s turn to ignore Seffy’s comment. “However, we would require a somewhat peculiar payment from you.”

      “And what might that be?”

      Rose took a deep breath. Everything she had managed to glean about the count during this exchange, every mannerism and tiny change in expression, told her she needed to be just as straightforward about her motivation as he had been with his. Still, she couldn’t shake the feeling she was treading on dangerous ground. “A few samples of your blood,” she replied.

      Throughout the conversation, Christoph had maintained the demeanor of a nobleman: cultured, controlled, with a subtle air of superiority. Now, the fire returned to his eyes with such intensity that it threatened to crack the veneer of nobility and reveal something more bestial hidden beneath. With each word slow and deliberate, he asked, “And why would you require that?”

      “We know someone, a former teacher at the school, who has fallen gravely ill,” replied Rose, measuring each breath but maintaining eye contact with the count’s burning gaze. “It’s beyond the scope of modern medicine to help her, but I’ve read of the healing properties of your blood.”

      The count and Rose continued staring into each other’s eyes. Feeling the tension in the room increase, Rose placed her hand on top of her folding fan. She heard Seffy reach into her purse and wrap her hand around one of her vials. Clara played with the unicorn statue.

      Then, as suddenly as it had appeared, the beast retreated. Christoph studied Rose for a few seconds more, then sighed. “A noble cause,” he said, “and a price that I would indeed be willing to pay. Unfortunately, I do not believe that we will be doing business.”

      “I’m sorry to hear that,” replied Rose. “May I ask why?”

      “As I said before, you seem a remarkable young woman, and I’m as impressed as I could possibly be…with someone of your years. However, this is a situation that could potentially change the course of the entire world, and I cannot, in good conscience, put a responsibility of such magnitude in the hands of a sixteen-year-old girl. I thank you for your time.” The count gathered his things, rose to his feet, and unceremoniously exited the room.

      Rose stood as Clara followed Christoph into the hallway. Seffy looked as though she was about to call out after them, but Rose raised a hand to tell her to wait. Then the young detective walked calmly out to the foyer, where Christoph had frozen midstride. He was staring up at the second-floor balcony, where a figure stood barely visible in the shadows. In fact, the only thing identifiable about the man was the wolf-headed cane held in his right hand. The cane of James Moriarty.

      “Did you assume I was living in this great big house all by myself?” asked Rose. Christoph pried his gaze away from the balcony and looked down toward the young detective, but before he could answer, she continued, “When I was twelve, my father and I were living happily in Edinburgh. Then Sherlock Holmes managed to track us down.”

      “I thought your father killed him,” said Christoph.

      “Apparently it didn’t stick,” replied Rose. “So my father went on the run. The very next day, Hina found me living on my own. That’s how I ended up here in the first place.”

      Rose took a few steps up the stairway, bringing her almost to eye level with the count, before continuing, “Of late, my father and I have been enjoying a bit of a reunion, and neither of us are eager for that to end. Given Holmes’s reputation as a detective, you can understand why my father must take every precaution to remain hidden.” As if on cue, the figure on the balcony took a step back into the shadows and disappeared.

      “Therefore, if you wish him to take your case, there are a few things you’ll need to accept. You will never see him unless he wishes to be seen. You will never hear him unless he wishes to be heard, and even then, he will only communicate through me. He will be a phantom.” The faint clicking of a walking stick echoed down from the second floor.

      “I understand these conditions may seem a bit peculiar, but I believe you’ll find them to be worth it…once my father uncovers the mysteries of your orb.”

      Christoph stood silently just long enough for Rose to wonder if she had misplayed her hand, then he removed his jacket and rolled up one of his shirtsleeves. “Very well,” he said. “Let’s begin.”

    
  
    
      
        Chapter 7

      
      Rose had never been overly concerned about maintaining an orderly workspace. In the year since she had taken over the school laboratory as her own, she had left her mark. It wasn’t as though the room had become a junkyard, and Rose always knew exactly where everything was located. However, when she found herself caught up in an experiment and suddenly in need of space, she engaged in what she would call “strategic piling.” This meant she would push everything that wasn’t nailed down into a small heap. It used to drive Nikki crazy back when she was responsible for trying to teach Rose.

      Now, the young detective dashed over to one such pile and pulled out a series of magnifying glasses. In the cabinet beneath that pile, to avoid any unnecessary questions, Rose had hidden the tank which held the crawler’s arm. However, a similar tank, holding a large green tentacle, sat on a counter in the center of the room. On the next table sat the deconstructed remains of an old grandfather clock and a torn piece of embroidered cloth. One table down from that, Rose arranged her magnifying glasses into a row.

      Rose and her father took turns staring through these lenses toward the orb, which sat on the other end. They stopped occasionally for a few whispered words, then exited the laboratory together. A few minutes later, Rose came back alone.

      “Will your father be returning?” asked Christoph, who had been waiting patiently in a seat by the fireplace.

      “He asked me to convey our findings to you,” replied Rose.

      “Excellent,” said Christoph, “but I meant for this.” He pointed to his rolled-up sleeve and exposed arm.

      “Ah, yes,” said Rose. “Seffy will be taking your blood sample.”

      “Without wishing to offend Miss Moreau, I have to ask, isn’t she the same age as you?”

      “Two years older,” called Seffy from the far corner of the room.

      “My point being,” continued Christoph, “that I’m a bit protective about my blood, and I would prefer to entrust the drawing of it to a trained practitioner.”

      “I understand completely,” said Rose. “However, you should know that Seffy has an uncanny knack for biology and biochemistry. When the school was still active, they had to bring experts from around the world to tutor her, and she absorbed everything they had to teach within a matter of months. No one had ever seen anything like it. It’s almost as though she was designed to understand the medical sciences. I assure you, she is more than capable of taking a vial of blood.”

      With that, Seffy approached Christoph, picked up a syringe from the small table next to him, looked at his arm…and then quickly walked over to Rose.

      “I am not capable of taking a vial of blood,” she whispered.

      “What?” asked Rose. “Why?”

      “Because it’s gross,” replied Seffy.

      Rose took Seffy by the arm and led her back to the far corner of the lab. “What are you talking about? I’ve seen you analyze blood samples.”

      “Yes. Under a microscope. Blood flowing out of an arm into a vial is different.”

      “I’ve seen you get blood all over yourself. You tore that monster’s arm off an hour ago.”

      “That’s in a fight,” said Seffy. “You know I’m different when I fight.”

      “Okay,” replied Rose, grabbing the syringe. “Okay. I’ll take care of it.” She took a step away and then turned back. “How did I never know this?”

      “I’m good at hiding things,” replied Seffy, looking over her friend’s head.

      “Small change in plans,” said Rose, walking up to Christoph. “With your permission, I will be the one taking the blood sample.”

      “And do you have the same résumé as your friend?” asked Christoph with a smile.

      “No,” replied Rose, “but my father taught me how to do a full autopsy when I was ten, so this should be easy.” She looked into Christoph’s eyes and continued, “I would prefer not to have to interrupt him while he’s working on our mystery.”

      “Very well,” said Christoph, and Rose proceeded.

      “Count,” said Rose, briefly looking up from the blood flowing into the vial, “may I ask you a question?”

      “Certainly,” he replied. “And feel free to call me Christoph. I feel we may be kindred spirits, you and I.” He then looked over at Seffy and said, “You should call me Count.”

      Seffy rolled her eyes.

      “Well, Christoph,” said Rose, “if the Beetle’s minions know you have the orb, and they know where you are…”

      “Why haven’t they endeavored to take it back?” said Christoph.

      Rose nodded.

      “The simple answer is, because they would fail. Scarabeus, as powerful and long-lived as he might be, is still a human sorcerer, while I am truly and irrevocably immortal. There is nothing his servants could do to me.”

      Seffy snorted. “You’re saying there’s nothing in this world that can harm you?”

      “Nothing that I’ve found.”

      Rose removed the needle from his arm.

      “What about a stake through the heart?” asked Seffy.

      “In the rare case that someone is strong enough to plunge a piece of wood through my chest, I remove it and then I heal.” The count nodded down to his arm, where the puncture mark had already disappeared.

      “Crosses? Holy water?” continued Seffy.

      “You shouldn’t believe everything you read.”

      “…Garlic?”

      Christoph looked up at Seffy. “If I can survive a pointed stick being driven through my heart, do you think that a spice is going to do me in?”

      “What about being burned at the stake?”

      Christoph stood and walked over to the fireplace. After making sure his shirt sleeve was still tightly rolled up, he plunged his exposed arm into the fire and left it there. He looked back at Seffy.

      “A simple no would have sufficed,” she said.

      Early on, Rose’s father taught her that body language could reveal just as much as facial expressions. This was the first time she’d encountered someone willing to shove his arm into a fire to make a point, so she knew it might take some time to unravel the subtle nuances of the count’s personality this exposed. Still, “enjoys being dramatic” sprang to mind.

      “What about sunlight?” Rose asked. “You seem to take some pains to avoid that.”

      Christoph smiled at her, then pulled his arm from the fire. “Sunlight is…an inconvenience. Prolonged exposure can leave me feeling a bit unwell, but it would be the equivalent of you catching a cold.” He walked up to Rose and continued, “Now, what has your father uncovered about our mysterious little sphere?”

      “Its material defies analysis,” replied Rose, “simply because we’re unable to remove a sample of it to analyze. We can’t cut it. We can’t even scratch it.”

      She walked back to the table, lifted the orb, and held it out toward Christoph. “This naturally leads to the question of how these etchings along its surface were made. As you can see, the two halves of the artifact are marked with distinct patterns. The first has a series of concentric circles, each punctuated with a varying number of dots.” Rose flipped the orb over. “The other has a group of curved lines intersecting at a single point. Given the specificity of these patterns, we believe they’re not decorative, but rather meant as some form of instructions.”

      “Then how do we decipher them?” asked Christoph.

      “We’re currently unable to answer that,” replied Rose, scowling. For as long as she could remember, Rose hated not knowing the answer to a question. She supposed that was why she always felt compelled to solve mysteries. Still, better to focus on what she did know. “However, I can tell you with some certainty that I’ve seen these patterns together before. It was two years ago, adorning a scepter box from the Mayan Classic period.”

      Clara, who had been staring at the tank with the floating tentacle, now turned and said, “You can remember that?”

      Seffy replied, “It’s best not to interrupt her when she’s in professor mode, but, yes, she has a near-perfect memory.”

      Christoph brushed aside these interruptions. “Where is this box?” he asked.

      “The Natural History Museum in London,” replied Rose. “I suspect this orb, or one much like it, was rolled into the clay to make the pattern. However, what looked like simple decoration when viewed on a flat plane, actually seems much more complex in its spherical configuration. Therefore, my father and I conjecture that these etchings are a cipher, specifically a geometric cipher, and to break it…”

      Rose’s voice trailed off when she noticed Clara raising her hand.

      “Smaller words, Rose,” said Seffy.

      Rose started again. “We believe this pattern on the sphere is a puzzle, and to solve it, we’re going to need an expert in advanced mathematics and engineering. Luckily, we happen to know one.” She turned her gaze back to Christoph. “It looks like you’re going to meet the woman whose life you’re helping us save.”

      

      ***

      Later that night, after their guests had departed, Seffy approached Rose with a grave look on her face. “We’re going back to England?” she asked.

      “So it would seem,” replied Rose, matching Seffy’s frown.

      “But didn’t Sherlock Holmes…banish you?”

      “He didn’t exactly banish me…He just told me I was forbidden from ever returning there.”

      “Isn’t that the definition of ‘banish’?”

      Rose stared at Seffy for a moment before replying, “Yes.” She sat down on a chair in the parlor, her head swimming with thoughts she had tried very hard to suppress.

      “So what are we going to do?” asked Seffy, sitting next to her.

      “We’re going back,” said Rose. “It’s for Nikki.”

      “And, just to be clear, do you have a plan for avoiding Holmes?”

      “Not yet, but I will.” Seffy opened her mouth to interject, but Rose continued, “I’m not afraid of Sherlock Holmes.”

      Through all the ups and downs in their friendship, Rose prided herself on never lying to Seffy, and she wasn’t technically lying now. The reason her heart was currently beating faster was not because she was afraid of encountering Sherlock Holmes. It was because she was afraid of encountering someone else entirely.

    
  
    
      
        Chapter 8

      
      Rose made her way down the stairs at the front of Hina’s house as best she could with a suitcase tucked under each arm. “Please be careful with that,” she called to the coachman when she noticed him struggling to lift an old trunk onto the roof of the carriage. Seffy moved in and hoisted the trunk with relative ease, leaving the driver with a reddened face, although it was unclear whether this was from the strain or his embarrassment at the situation.

      There was no rational reason why Rose needed to bring that trunk. She could just as easily have packed its contents into a series of smaller bags, so she imagined her father’s voice chiding her for letting sentiment get the better of her. Still, if Rose was going to leave Hina’s home, she at least wanted to take something of Hina’s along for the journey.

      Rose thought back to the first time she had met Hina, sitting on top of that very trunk as if it were a little throne. It was the day after her father had been forced to flee Edinburgh. Rose returned home from scouting the neighborhood to find this strange woman sitting just outside their door, wearing a black lace dress and a large cross, looking for all the world like the most glamorous nun in the convent.

      “I was sent to find you,” said Hina, before taking a bite of the chocolate bar she held with both hands. Rose simply stared back at her. Hina held out the chocolate. “Did you want a piece?”

      Rose returned to the present when Seffy flung open the carriage door, revealing Clara sitting alone.

      “Christoph won’t be traveling with us?” asked Rose.

      “He said he had some affairs to settle before we left,” replied Clara, “and that he would meet us at the port in New York. Although I don’t understand why we aren’t leaving from someplace closer.”

      “Apparently,” said Seffy, climbing in next to Clara, “Nikki has been working with one of the liner corporations. She improved the design of their engines, boosting their efficiency by over twenty percent. In return, they built her a suite of laboratories in several of their ships. She’s been traveling to and from Europe with some frequency, and this allowed her to continue her work without interruption. It’s one of these ships that we’ll be traveling on.”

      Rose had just sat down opposite the other young ladies when Clara asked, “Where’s your father?”

      “Much like the count,” replied Rose, “my father prefers to make his own arrangements. As I said before, you’ll never see him unless he wishes it.”

      “Oh,” said Clara. She stared out the window for a moment before continuing, “So this Nikki was your teacher?”

      “Yes,” said Rose. “We met her on our first adventure together. Then she joined the school to teach us science and mathematics. Although sometimes I think she stayed more to balance out Hina’s influence.”

      “What do you mean?” asked Clara.

      “Well,” said Rose, “Nikki is all about reason and logic, while Hina preferred to navigate the world via…leaps of faith.”

      “I don’t know if that’s the best way to describe it,” said Seffy.

      Rose sighed. She couldn’t shake the feeling that Seffy was going to find some little way to criticize everything she said or did. When Seffy moved away, they hadn’t parted well. Rose said some things she shouldn’t have. Seffy smashed some furniture she shouldn’t have. It was going to be a long carriage ride.

      Rose decided it was smarter to continue addressing Clara than to argue. “Let me put it this way,” she said. “The reason I ended up at Hina’s school was because one day she started talking to a stranger sitting across from her on the train. She told this man all about how she was building a haven for exceptional girls who might not fit in anywhere else. It would be a place where they would find love and companionship, and learn to use their gifts to make the world just a little bit better.”

      Seffy shifted in her seat, and Rose realized that, in all their time together, she had never told her friend this story. “It turned out the man sitting across from Hina just happened to be my father, in full disguise, freshly on the run from his mortal enemy. Now, my father has never been the most trusting of men, but Hina made such an impression that he asked her then and there to enroll me.”

      Rose looked over to Seffy and continued, “Think about how improbable it was that, of all the people in the world, in all the train seats in the world, Hina ended up across from my father on the very day he was forced to flee our home. Then consider this: she was never supposed to be there in the first place. She had gotten onto the wrong train.

      “Of course, Hina wouldn’t have described it as the wrong train,” said Rose, turning back to Clara. “She would have said it was precisely where she was meant to be. Something told her to walk onto that train, and she listened. That’s how most of our adventures would start. Hina would listen to some dream or vision or rumor, and the next thing you know…we’re fighting a killer mummy.”

      Clara’s eyes lit up. “You fought a mummy?” she asked.

      Rose nodded. Seffy leaned in and whispered, “Along with banshees, robots, and phantasms.”

      Clara clapped her hands. Rose couldn’t help but chuckle at her excitement before continuing, “We spent three years traveling across the globe, solving mysteries, fighting injustice, dancing with danger.”

      Seffy leaned in again. “Hina called us The League of Exceptional Young Ladies.”

      The carriage pulled away from the house, and Rose smiled as her mind raced through memories of happier days.

      Then her smile faded.

      Rose thought back to the moment when Hina pushed open the church door, wearing that same black lace dress she had on the day they first met. At that point, Rose couldn’t recognize it as a strange coincidence. After all, she didn’t know this was going to be the last time she would ever see the woman who had become her teacher, and then her mentor…and then her friend.

      “That sounds amazing,” said Clara. “Why did you stop?”

      “One of those adventures went wrong,” said Rose, taking a deep breath, “and Hina…disappeared.”

      “Rose,” said Seffy, looking down at the carriage floor.

      Rose continued as though she hadn’t heard her. “After that, the school shut down. There were only four of us students. Ever since our first adventure, Hina had insisted on that. So it didn’t take long for the place to clear out. Our friends Sheridan and Elizabeth returned to their families in England. Nikki left teaching and moved back to New York. Seffy stayed here with me, trying to figure out what happened to Hina…at least until she gave up.”

      “Don’t you dare,” said Seffy. “I helped you search for longer than I should have.”

      “If the situation had been reversed, and it was one of us who disappeared, Hina would never have…”

      “She didn’t disappear!” Seffy cut her off with a shout. “She died! A giant demon-monster…thing swallowed her, then jumped through a portal to who knows where. She couldn’t have survived that! No one could! So while the rest of us moved on, your failure to accept this basic fact left you hiding in that damned house for over a year!”

      Seffy snapped back to reality and looked over to Clara. “I’m sorry,” she said to her. “I shouldn’t have… I’m sorry.”

      Rose wanted to scream so many things at Seffy. Did she think that Rose, who could remember every detail about the church on the hill, had somehow forgotten about the abomination they found there? The others may have seen her incredible memory as a blessing, but all too often, Rose knew it as a curse. Sometimes she prayed she could forget. When the memories of every mistake she had ever made left her lying awake at night, tormenting her with questions about what she could have done differently, she wanted desperately to let them go. But they would never leave. None of them would ever leave. So every day for the last year, Rose asked herself, What if she had never helped Hina find that church? What if they had escaped when they had the chance? What if…? What if…? What if…?

      Rose wanted to scream all these things at Seffy, but instead she clenched her jaw so tightly she could feel the muscles in her cheeks begin to spasm.

      The carriage fell silent for a long time.

      “This is very awkward now,” said Clara.

      “We both apologize,” said Rose, her voice just above a whisper. “This is our issue to resolve.”

      “Okay,” said Clara. “I just hope we get to the train station quickly so you can get some distance from each other…because of the awkwardness.”

      The carriage fell silent again.

      “I like chocolate,” said Clara.

      Somehow, this forced Rose’s mouth to curve into the slightest of smiles. Her thoughts returned again to that moment when she found Hina sitting on a trunk just outside her door.

      “I was sent to find you,” said Hina, before taking a bite of the chocolate bar she held with both hands. Rose simply stared back at her. Hina held out the chocolate. “Did you want a piece?”

      “Sent by whom?” asked Rose, waving away the candy.

      “Destiny,” replied Hina matter-of-factly. Then she took another bite.

      Back in the present, Rose spun around in her carriage seat and stared out the rear window. She intended to catch one last glimpse of Hina’s home, but once her eyes locked onto it, they refused to let go. She remained frozen, staring at the house as it faded into the distance, until their coach finally turned a corner, carrying them off toward their new adventure.

    
  
    
      
        Chapter 9

      
      If there was one thing guaranteed to distract from awkwardness, it was the realization you were being followed by a giant.

      Rose stood beside Clara at their coach and scanned the train station. She had always possessed what her friends called “a tactical mindset.” They could walk into a fancy restaurant, and she would begin assessing how defensible each table was. While hardly a surprising quality in a girl whose father read her military history as bedtime stories, Rose knew this penchant for risk assessment had helped keep them safe through any number of impossibly dangerous situations…until it didn’t.

      Although the last year had presented Rose with far less opportunity to utilize her strategic skills, she was relieved to find they immediately woke from hibernation as soon as a threat appeared.

      “I’m assuming you know we’ve picked up a tail,” said Seffy, arriving at the coach with several porters.

      Rose glanced back at the shoulders jutting out from either side of a stack of barrels further down the tracks. “I had an inkling,” she said before returning to her analysis of the station. There was nowhere in the immediate vicinity where they could confront the man without attracting the attention of other travelers and, ultimately, the local constabulary.

      “He’s awful at it,” said Seffy, helping the porters take the luggage down from the coach so they could carry it to the train.

      “Well, he doesn’t seem suited to it,” said Rose. “He’s six feet tall and two men wide…A completely different build than the flying creature that was following Clara.”

      “Someone was following me?” asked Clara. “And he could fly?”

      “Should we engage?” asked Seffy.

      “No,” replied Rose. “No need to make a scene.” Given that the train would provide no greater opportunities for a clandestine encounter than the station, this left only one possibility. “It should be getting dark once we reach the ship. If he’s still following us at that point, I’m sure we can find someplace quiet to…have words with him.”

      

      ***

      “He’s still following us,” said Clara when they arrived at the liner. Over the course of the train ride, it became abundantly clear to all three girls that this individual was a poor choice for a tail. Not only was he huge, but he lacked anything resembling grace. Throughout the journey, he was perpetually crashing into passengers, chairs, and doors.

      Rose stepped down from the coach that had carried them from the train station to their ship. She looked up at the liner which would soon whisk them across the Atlantic. A triumph of modern engineering, she wondered what someone from a hundred years ago might have thought at the sight. To them, it would have looked less like a sailing vessel than some manner of floating city: wide enough to fill one’s field of vision, with its four great smokestacks and massive metal sides towering up from the sea. Rose was yanked out of this reverie by the minor earthquake caused when the giant fell face-first from his coach, parked a dozen yards away.

      “Now?” asked Seffy.

      “Almost,” replied Rose. The girls slowly and deliberately made their way to the topmost deck of the liner. When they finally came to a stop, their pursuer lumbered behind a hanging lifeboat, leaving his legs exposed beneath and a bowler hat jutting out above.

      The sight of the floating hat sent Rose’s mind racing back to when she was twelve. Holmes had come for them, so she did exactly as she had been instructed, staying hidden until she could make her way to the house across the street. Rose stuffed herself into the crawl space at the top of that house. Then she watched through a vent as Sherlock Holmes ransacked the only home she had ever known, presumably searching for some clue as to where her father had gone.

      The temperature inside the cramped space was stifling, but Rose realized it wasn’t just the physical heat she was feeling. Rage was building inside of her. With everything in her soul, she wanted to storm back to her home and confront the great detective. She wanted to scream as loud as her lungs could muster, telling him to leave her father alone. To go away and let them be happy.

      But she could hear her father’s voice in her head, telling her to follow the plan, so she waited and she watched. Through a window, she saw Holmes moving around their study. A few seconds later, he emerged from the house holding a bowler hat in both hands.

      Holmes knelt next to a boy who was sitting on the front stoop and placed the hat over his head. The boy appeared to be a year or two older than Rose, but he was gangly and awkward. The hat slipped down over his eyes, and when he lifted it back up, Rose could have sworn he looked directly at her.

      Rationally, Rose knew this was ridiculous. She was well hidden. The boy must have spotted a bird which had alighted on the roof above her. Still, for one brief moment, it felt like they were sharing…something.

      Although, if she had known him then as she did now, Rose probably would’ve walked down there and smacked the hat right off that boy’s head.

      Rose dragged her thoughts back to the present and scanned their surroundings, taking in every piece of data she could. On the far side of the deck, there was a slight woman wearing an old-fashioned dress with a wide hoopskirt. She was talking to a tall man wearing a cowboy hat and boots. A few feet away from them stood a woman in overalls with unkempt hair. She was reading a newspaper with the headline, “Schoolmistress Goes Missing.” Ultimately, Rose’s gaze returned to their pursuer, still “hiding” behind the lifeboat, either unaware or uncaring that half his body was visible beneath it.

      Her tactical mind fired away, assembling all the data she had collected, and Rose was ready to act. “Follow me,” she told her friends, then made her way toward the small group across the deck.

      First, she walked up to the woman in overalls and asked, “Pardon me. Do you work here?” The woman lowered her newspaper, looking confused. Rose continued, “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to startle you. We were just looking for the closest stairway down to the cabins.”

      “Right around that corner,” said the woman, pointing past the other couple. She then walked away in the opposite direction.

      “Thank you,” said Rose. “This way, everyone.”

      When Rose neared the cowboy and the hoopskirted lady, she took from her purse a round object carefully wrapped in cloth. She strolled past them. Without breaking her stride, Rose dropped the ball into an open satchel sitting behind the cowboy’s feet and continued along her way.

      A few minutes after Rose, Seffy, and Clara had disappeared around the corner, the lady finished her conversation with the cowboy and walked off alone. The cowboy picked up his satchel and walked the other way…directly into the behemoth who had been following the girls.

      “Sorry about that, friend,” said the cowboy, tipping his hat.

      The giant looked down at him and said, “Give me the orb.” Before the cowboy could reply, the giant reached down and, with one arm, tore the satchel from his hands. With the other arm, he shoved the man backward, sending him tumbling to the floor. The cowboy landed at the feet of Rose, Clara, and Seffy, who had pretended to head below deck a few moments earlier. Everything had played out as Rose suspected it would, except perhaps for the fact that her heart was thumping a bit harder than normal.

      “If I were you,” said Seffy, looking down at the cowboy, “I’d run away.”

      The man wisely took her advice, so he wasn’t there to see the giant begin to grow even larger. His clothes tore away, revealing a dark carapace growing out of his flesh. Green blood trickled out of his mouth just before a pair of mandibles tore through his cheeks, then he let out a deep, rumbling roar.

      Something in that roar was reminiscent of the howls of the monster that had carried Hina away. Although the giant’s cry was but a pale echo of those which rang through the church that day, it was enough to pull Rose’s mind back to that memory and cause a sharp pain to erupt in the pit of her stomach. Rose forced these thoughts away and then nodded to Seffy.

      Seffy drank down one of her vials and placed herself between Clara and the behemoth. Rose drew her bladed fan, then moved to the opposite side of the creature. “Shall we assume you work for the Scarab?” she asked.

      The giant’s only response was to reach into the stolen satchel and pull out the cloth-covered ball. He held it up triumphantly and said, “Orb.”

      “Well said,” Seffy replied.

      The giant looked down at them as if he suddenly remembered he was not alone. His gravelly voice spoke three words, “I’ll…kill…you.” He lifted a fist…and a bolt of lightning sailed through the air and crashed into his chest.

      Despite his armor, the blast was enough to send the creature stumbling backward. He slammed into the railing at the side of the ship, and the covered ball dropped from his hand onto the deck. Before he could recover, a second blast of lightning sent him over the rail, into the ocean far below.

      Rose walked over to the ball and casually picked it up, then peered down at the sea. Clara turned around to see the messy-haired woman who had pointed them toward the stairway. She was now wearing a pair of welding goggles and holding a strange wide-barreled pistol that crackled with energy. Clara waved at her.

      “Clara,” said Seffy, “may I introduce you to our good friend and former teacher, Miss Nikki Tesla.”

      “Sorry,” said Nikki. “It took me a few seconds to catch on to what you were planning.”

      “That’s alright,” said Rose, still peering over the railing. “But may I suggest we postpone the introductions until we’re sure…”

      Before she could finish her sentence, a brightly colored streak darted toward her and grabbed the ball from her hand. Once the streak stopped moving, Rose recognized it as the lady in the hoopskirt who had been talking to the cowboy. With a hiss, she swung a now-clawed hand at Rose, who barely managed to dodge it and tumbled down to the deck.

      Once again, Rose fell back into the past. She was in that church. The creature tossed a pew at her, and she threw herself to the ground to avoid it. Rose could feel the air forced from her lungs when she hit the floor. The pew crashed halfway through the wall behind her, and she was blinded by the flash of Nikki’s gun lighting up the darkness. Unable to breathe, barely able to see, Rose struggled to her feet and stumbled in the direction of the lightning. One blast after another after another…

      Nikki shot off another lightning bolt, pulling Rose back to reality just in time to see the strange lady move in toward her. The woman effortlessly dodged Nikki’s blast, but this gave Rose an opportunity to slash out with her fan. The lady dodged this attack just as easily, but the blades cut off a good section of her skirt, revealing what appeared to be hundreds of squirming leg stalks. The creature spun and streaked away. Holding the ball in both hands, she ran straight up one of the liner’s smokestacks.

      Seffy, now in panther form, leapt after her. She jumped up a series of pipes, then flew toward her prey. The centipede lady lashed out at Seffy, but Seffy caught her arm in her mouth and bit down hard. The panther pushed off against the smokestack with all four of her limbs, sending both her and the bug-woman tumbling backward through the air.

      Suddenly, the pain in Rose’s stomach grew worse. Cramps squeezed her guts into a fist. She hadn’t planned for a second attacker. Maybe they should have retreated below deck as soon as she appeared, using the closer quarters to their advantage. What if Seffy paid the price for this mistake? As agile as she was, what if she landed poorly? What if she broke her neck? What if…?

      Seffy whirled around in the air while falling and landed gracefully on the deck. The centipede woman crashed to the ground but quickly sprang back to her feet. However, the impact sent the ball flying out of her hands. It rolled along the deck, losing its cloth covering along the way to reveal that it was nothing more than a wooden croquet ball. The creature looked over to Rose with anger burning in its eyes. A dull whine filled Rose’s head, and her vision began to spin.

      Nikki sent another blast of lightning at the bug-woman, who dropped flat against the deck to avoid it. Seffy lunged at the creature, but the centipede sprang up from her crouch and vaulted over her, heading straight toward Nikki. Before Nikki could take aim, the creature was upon her. Rose wanted to scream, but her breath caught in her throat. Nikki braced herself for the attack, and the centipede swung both arms down at her.

      The creature’s claws froze inches away from Nikki’s face. A man had grabbed the centipede from behind before the monster could reach its prey. Although his back was to her, Rose knew there was only one person it could be. And if there was any question as to his identity, the quality of his suit left no doubt.

      Christoph effortlessly lifted the bug-woman over his head. The centipede thrashed about wildly, but her legs had nothing to find purchase against. He tossed the creature through the air, sending her high over the side of the ship. Now that she had an obvious trajectory, Nikki was able to target the centipede with a blast of electricity that rocketed her far off into the sea.

      After watching the creature fall beneath the waves, Christoph turned to Rose, smoothed out his jacket, and said, “Sorry I’m late. Apparently Scarabeus is trying out a new model of servant.”

      “More disturbing,” said Rose, “is that this was a feint.” She had finally managed to find her voice and was desperately hoping no one noticed that anything had been wrong with her. “They used the big clumsy creature to draw our attention, so the fast one could take us by surprise.”

      “They’re getting smarter?” asked Seffy.

      “They’re learning tactics,” replied Rose.

    
  
    
      
        Chapter 10

      
      Rose hated the labs Nikki had on the ship. It wasn’t because they were lacking. Like all of Nikki’s labs, they had been built to her exact specifications and filled with the most modern equipment. Any one of them gave Rose access to far better resources than she would ever have at home. Still, Rose hated the labs for one simple reason: they were so sterile.

      The lab which had been set up to analyze Christoph’s blood was no exception. A series of scientists in lab coats toiled away like worker bees, each assigned to their own small station. The white walls and gleaming metal tables still smelling of bleach made Rose feel like she had walked into a hospital. She never understood why Nikki preferred to work in that kind of environment.

      The moment Rose walked through the door, she was met by a man wearing an expensive gray suit beneath a crisp white lab coat. Before he even opened his mouth, she knew his personality would prove just as sterile as the room he occupied.

      “Good morning,” said Rose. “My name is…”

      “Miss Tesla told me to expect you,” replied the gray man without waiting for her to finish. “Your companion is already here.”

      “Thank you,” said Rose. “I was hoping…”

      “This way,” said the man, before leading her to a small workstation in a corner of the lab, just a few feet away from the door.

      “Good thing you’re here,” said Rose under her breath. “There’s no way I would’ve been able to find this myself.”

      The workstation appeared identical to the others lining the room, save that it was occupied by Seffy, who was busy staring into a microscope, and the fact that it had been roped off.

      “What’s this for?” asked Rose, pointing to the thick rope surrounding the entire workspace.

      “I have set aside an area for you girls because I was told to do so by my employer, but make no mistake, all the energy in this lab is dedicated to finding a cure for Miss Tesla’s ailment. No one here has time to play babysitter. So please, stay in your area.

      “You should be able to duck right under,” said the man with a light chuckle, then walked away to oversee his scientist drones.

      “Damn it!” shouted Seffy, looking up from her microscope.

      “I know,” said Rose. “What a dolt.”

      “No,” replied Seffy. “I mean, yes, he is, but I was referring to the tests I’ve been running on this blood sample. They don’t make any sense. The count’s blood is remarkably effective in treating any number of ailments. It’s a panacea, a miracle cure…against everything other than Nikki’s sample.”

      “Have the other scientists had any luck?”

      “No. I’ve been eavesdropping whenever I could, and they’ve all encountered the same results.”

      “Could it have to do with her blood type?”

      “I’ve tested for that. The count’s cells overpower every sample I’ve exposed them to. Every sample other than the one we actually need them to work on. Look for yourself,” said Seffy, pointing to the microscope.

      Rose looked through the lens, half-expecting to see that Nikki’s blood cells had arranged themselves into a neat little grid. Nikki’s scientific career, her entire life, had been built around a need to create order out of chaos, but Rose knew better. Chaotic systems weren’t the enemy. They were as much a part of the natural world as sea turtles or snow. Therefore, Rose was far less concerned with fighting chaos than learning how to aim it.

      This philosophical difference had caused no shortage of tension between Rose and Nikki, particularly when they first met. Up until that moment, the only teacher Rose ever had was her father, and Nikki was far from Rose’s father. In their adventuring days, Nikki’s first instinct would always be to seek assistance from law enforcement. Rose’s methods of problem solving tended to be a bit broader: sometimes she chose to involve the police, and sometimes she chose to blow open a bank vault. But these differences fell by the wayside as Rose began to recognize that Nikki Tesla was the most brilliant woman she had ever met.

      Somehow, with all these thoughts racing through her mind, Rose looked up from the microscope and chose to say, “I don’t regret searching for Hina.”

      “Are you kidding me?” said Seffy. “You want to talk about this right now?”

      Rose knew Seffy was right. Although their conversation from the carriage still weighed heavily on her mind, this was not the time to bring it up.

      “Okay,” said Seffy. “Fine. Let’s get into it. First off, let me remind you that I also searched for her. In fact, I was the only one to stay and help you when Sheridan and Elizabeth sailed back for England. Secondly, I…”

      Seffy’s voice faded to a dull hum in the background because Rose’s thoughts were racing. She looked back down through the microscope, and a flood of images from the last few days filled her mind. She recalled several passages from the books she had scanned in Hina’s library. She saw the count, dressed in a wide-brimmed hat, following her. She remembered him holding his arm into the fire to prove a point. She pictured Nikki holding her lightning gun while Christoph lifted the centipede woman over his head.

      Rose looked up from the microscope and shouted, “I know what we have to do!”

      “What?” said Seffy. “I thought we were having an argument.”

      “Can’t now,” replied Rose as she ran out of the room. “Maybe later.”

      “Stay in your area!” shouted the gray man as Rose ran out the door. “Oh. You’re leaving. Fine.” Then he turned back to one of his lab workers.

      “We’ve tried isolating the subject’s white blood cells,” said the scientist, “hoping we might have better results with that.”

      “And?” asked the gray man.

      “So far, no change. However, we are now trying a more concentrated sample to…”

      “It’s not the white blood cells,” said Seffy from across the room. The gray man spun around to stare blades at her. “I can understand why you might focus on them given their usual function in fighting disease. However, I believe the curative properties of this sample lie in the blood plasma itself. If you isolate the components of the plasma, I believe you’ll find…”

      “Let me stop you there,” said the gray man, although several of his scientists began to buzz more actively about their work areas, picking up vials, making new slides. “As I was telling your friend just a moment ago, you are here at the request of our employer, Miss Tesla, who has used a fraction of her ample resources to fill this lab with some of the finest biologists in the world.”

      Those first few scientists who began buzzing were now whispering to their compatriots, handing over samples, pointing toward microscopes. Soon, a small group had left their workstations and converged into a biologist swarm in the middle of the room.

      “We are more than capable of analyzing this problem ourselves,” the gray man continued, “and the day we need advice from a teenage girl is the day that I personally…” He was interrupted by one of the scientists breaking from the swarm and whispering something into his ear.

      “Wait? Seriously?” the gray man asked. The scientist nodded, and the gray man rushed over to peer into a microscope. He looked up from that microscope to stare at Seffy, but now his mouth was hanging open. He looked back down, then walked over to join the swarm.

      Seffy waited patiently at her station. Several minutes later, the gray man walked over and took down a section of the rope surrounding her. “You are now free to move about the laboratory,” he said.

      Seffy smiled. “Thanks so much.”

      

      ***

      In her lab, as in her life, Nikki did her best to maintain a controlled environment. Every beaker, flask, and test tube, empty or full, had a specific place on a long series of shelves. Every file, every funnel, every fiber had its home. The sudden addition of a talkative, though admittedly handsome, gentleman was not particularly helpful.

      “You dress strangely for a lady,” said Christoph.

      Nikki removed the bandage she wore from giving a blood sample earlier that day. Without looking up, she replied, “And you are apparently the kind of gentleman who will wander into a woman’s laboratory uninvited.”

      “The idea that my kind need to be invited in is just a foolish myth,” said Christoph.

      Nikki finally looked up at Christoph, tilted her head to one side, and said, “What are you talking about?”

      “I’m sorry. I assumed by your phrasing… I thought they must have told you what I am.”

      “I have no idea what you mean,” said Nikki, rolling down her sleeve.

      “It’s unusual for me to simply announce this, but I am”—Christoph paused for effect and stared deep into Nikki’s eyes—“a vampire!”

      Nikki stared back at him for a moment before beginning to laugh uncontrollably. Within seconds, this laughter turned into coughing. She pulled out a handkerchief and held it up to her mouth. When she regained enough of her breath, she said, “I’ve seen many wonders over the last few years, and many things I struggle to explain, but I am, at my core, a scientist. I simply cannot accept the existence of…”

      Christoph pointed up to his mouth and a pair of sharp fangs slid into place.

      “Although that is a very compelling argument,” said Nikki, before holding her handkerchief up to cover another cough.

      There was something about the count that made Nikki slightly uncomfortable. Not the fangs per se. Despite Christoph’s claims of vampirism, Nikki was sure she could find a rational explanation for his abilities. After all, she had a student who could turn into a panther with a mouth full of razor-sharp teeth, and that was a product of science, not sorcery.

      No, Nikki realized it was because Christoph reminded her of Rose. Once, during their early days together, Nikki and Rose found themselves lost in a bad section of London. Nikki immediately found a police constable to ask for directions and, ideally, an escort. This upset Rose to no end, and when confronted about it later, she revealed it was because her handbag had been full of stolen dynamite.

      From that moment on, Nikki always thought of Rose as a handbag full of dynamite. On the surface, she could look perfectly normal, but inside there was something far more dangerous. Pandemonium waiting to be unleashed. And that was never going to sit easy with a woman who did her best to maintain a controlled environment. Still, Rose had somehow become a handbag full of dynamite that Nikki was proud to call her finest student.

      Nikki stared at the count, increasingly convinced that beneath his formal exterior, he carried his own share of explosives.

      “So,” said Christoph, “you’re a lady engineer?”

      “That’s correct,” replied Nikki. “I engineer ladies.” She tried her best to keep a straight face but couldn’t help the corners of her mouth from curling up into a smile.

      Christoph smiled back, then asked, “And what manner of lady are you working on now?”

      “I’m actually making improvements to the schematics for my magnifying transmitters. They’re basically high-power harmonic oscillators which I’m hoping will one day allow for the wireless transmission of electricity around the world.”

      Christoph stared blankly at Nikki while she spoke, then nodded and said, “Sounds lovely.” He then walked over to a stack of blueprints and examined them. He held up the topmost paper toward Nikki and asked, “And what is this design?”

      Nikki looked up from a notebook just long enough to say, “Death ray,” then returned to her work. She could sense Christoph watching her, presumably trying to judge whether she was serious, so this time she made a special effort to keep her face blank.

      “I apologize if I came across as rude before,” said Christoph, putting the blueprint on top of the wrong stack. “Perhaps you’ll permit me to begin again?”

      Nikki shrugged. Then she walked over, picked up the paper, and returned it to its appropriate place.

      “I didn’t have the opportunity to properly introduce myself last night. I am Count Christoph.”

      Nikki sighed and said, “Nikki Tesla,” then moved to shake his hand.

      The count took Nikki’s hand, then leaned forward and gently kissed it. Nikki pulled out her handkerchief and again held it up against her mouth, this time to stifle more laughter. She and the count stared at each other silently for a few moments before she headed back to her work, and he headed toward the door.

      Nikki’s work schedule left little time for social engagements. Truthfully, Nikki used her work as an excuse to avoid social engagements. This was likely because, in her few attempts at dating, she quickly found that her intellect would drive most men away, and her sense of humor would finish off the rest. Curiously, this count had already been exposed to both, and somehow still seemed interested. At least he has good taste.

      “I dress appropriately for the situation,” Nikki said, “since you brought it up.” The count turned back to face her, and Nikki continued, “I see no reason to wear a dress when I’m working in my lab. What would it do beyond get in my way?”

      “But you must admit,” replied Christoph, “that there is some value in adhering to accepted norms.”

      “Says the vampire.”

      “Perhaps it’s my acceptance of social norms which has prevented people from discovering that I am a vampire.”

      “If it’s anonymity you’re after, you might want to avoid showing your fangs to women you’ve just met.”

      “A fair point,” replied Christoph.

      Nikki began coughing again, now more hoarsely. Even if Christoph had not been able to see the small dots that flecked the middle of her handkerchief, he would have immediately recognized the smell. It was blood.

      Christoph pointed to the handkerchief. “You suffer from consumption?” he asked.

      “Actually, it’s…” Nikki’s reply was cut short by Rose bursting into the lab.

      “It’s called tuberculosis now,” said Rose. “And I need to steal Nikki away for a moment. I apologize, Count Christoph, but it’s urgent.” With that, Rose grabbed Nikki by the arm and dragged the confused woman out of the room.

      Once Rose had taken Nikki far enough from the laboratory to ensure their privacy, she pulled her close and whispered, “Do you trust me?”

      “Of course,” Nikki replied.

      “Good,” said Rose. “I think I know how to save your life, but you’re going to need to do exactly what I say.”

      “Just tell me we won’t be blowing anything up,” said Nikki, pinching the bridge of her nose.

      Rose shrugged. “I don’t…think so?”

      

      ***

      That evening, in the dining room, Christoph sat at the captain’s table making pleasant conversation. There were many benefits to having wealth and titles, and while being asked to sit at the best table on the liner was a relatively minor one, Christoph enjoyed it nonetheless.

      The table was set much as one might expect, with fine china and silver. A massive hunk of roast beef stood steaming on a plate at the head of the table, where the captain himself had just finished carving it. Now, a small brigade of waiters fanned out to serve the guests.

      A few moments later, the corpulent man seated across from Christoph tore into his rare cut of beef, then proceeded to describe how his family made their impressive wealth from generations of involvement with the East India Company. As the man pivoted to a monologue about his thoughts on the current state of politics in the subcontinent, Christoph scanned the rest of the table, hoping to find anyone else with whom he might converse. It was then he felt a gentle tap on his shoulder.

      Christoph looked up to see a young woman in a formal gown and jewels. She looked like a princess, and Christoph was a particular authority on such matters, as he had known many princesses over his long life. “Is this seat taken?” she asked. It wasn’t until she spoke that he recognized her.

      Christoph immediately stood. “Miss Tesla,” he said, “this is…you.”

      “I dress appropriately for the occasion,” she said with a coy smile and sat down.

      For a moment, the count felt his head spin, so he too returned to his seat and, for the first time in a great many years, found himself speechless.

    
  
    
      
        Chapter 11

      
      If someone had been watching Rose, they might have assumed she was strolling along the deck because she needed a break from her work. They would have been wrong. Rose could work relentlessly for days. What she needed was a break from the memories of her last trip to England, which kept forcing their way into her mind. And the walk wasn’t helping.

      Rose looked out across the sea and her thoughts drifted back to climbing the Tower Bridge in London with a boy in a bowler hat…

      “We’re almost there!” he shouted down to her from farther up the stairwell. It had been two years since Rose watched Holmes drop that hat onto his head. The boy had grown taller but remained just as gangly.

      Rose stopped midstride and looked up at the boy incredulously. “We most certainly are not.”

      “Sure we are,” he replied with a smile.

      “You told me there were two hundred steps to the top of this tower.”

      “That’s right.”

      “And I’m currently standing on step number seventy-two.”

      “Okay,” said the boy, raising a fist in the air. “Well done!”

      “We cannot, by definition, be almost there,” said Rose, putting her hands on her hips, “when we are still closer to the bottom than the top.”

      “Fair enough,” said the boy with a shrug. Then he began to climb once more. Rose shook her head and did the same.

      Although the boy had originally suggested they climb the tower to help them catch a glimpse of the man they had been tailing, Rose knew this was an excuse. She had watched their quarry disappear before her very eyes, and height wasn’t going to help them spot something that could no longer be seen.

      Moreover, Rose suspected the boy knew this as well. He seemed in no great rush to reach the top, frequently stopping to keep an eye on her progress. Rose found this particularly annoying and used it as motivation to keep going even as her legs began to wobble. By step one hundred and thirteen, she stopped completely.

      “Are you okay?” asked the boy.

      “I’m fine,” said Rose, reaching out and touching one of the metal beams that lined the walls. “I’m simply admiring the architecture. I’ve always had an interest in structural engineering.”

      “Because if you’re tired…”

      Rose began sprinting up the stairs before the boy could finish his sentence. No matter how tired she was, she’d show him not to look down on her. Rose made it several steps past him before the boy continued, “Because, if you’re tired, we could always use the lift.”

      Rose spun around and stared daggers at the boy before shouting, “There’s a lift?!”

      Despite the ordeal it took to get there, the moment Rose reached the top of the tower, she knew it was all worth it. She looked out across the city skyline in the dusk and was stunned by its beauty. It made her think of her father. He had always wanted to bring her to London, but they never had the chance. It hadn’t mattered to Rose. She’d always been happy to go wherever their cases took them…as long as they were together. She missed him very much.

      But now, if she could succeed in her current mission, she might just gain enough influence to purchase some measure of amnesty for her father. Maybe then they could finally see London together. Although Rose continued to stare out across the city, she became aware of the boy reaching his hand out toward hers. Then he tugged twice on her little finger.

      “What are you doing?” asked Rose.

      “You disappeared,” replied the boy.

      “I’m right here.”

      “No. I mean you disappeared into your head. I was trying to pull you back.”

      “By tugging on my finger?”

      The boy shrugged. Ridiculous. He was a ridiculous boy.

      “I was just admiring the view,” said Rose.

      “It’s even better up here,” said the boy, hoisting himself into the alcove built around a window higher up on the wall. “There’s room for another,” he continued, reaching down a hand.

      Rose looked up at the alcove and the boy, and for a moment, she considered joining him. Then she remembered she had a job to do and lives to protect. There was too much on the line for anything so frivolous as sitting in a window and taking in the beauty of a moonlit city with a ridiculous boy. Rose shook her head and walked back toward the lift.

      Now Rose found herself back on the deck of the ocean liner. She pushed away any thought of the boy. After all, she still had a job to do and lives to protect. Nothing she might encounter in London would change that. Nothing…and no one. Rose took a deep breath and nodded her head as if to convince herself that she had come to an important conclusion. Then she found the nearest stairwell and began walking down.

      

      ***

      At the sound of the knock, Nikki looked up from her research to see Christoph standing at the door to her laboratory with one hand behind his back. Nikki held her arms wide and said, with an air of formality, “I invite you in.”

      “Hilarious,” said Christoph, striding into the room. “A joke that only gets funnier each time you use it.”

      “Thank you,” said Nikki, ignoring his sarcasm. “This is a surprise.”

      “But, Miss Tesla, I visit you every day.”

      Although the time they spent together over the last week had…a certain charm, Nikki was not about to admit that. “You bring me the orb every day. Then you hover over me while I’m working with it. I don’t know if that really qualifies as a visit.”

      “There are dark forces after that orb. It wouldn’t be right for me to simply leave you alone with it.”

      “So you can protect the artifact or so you can protect me?”

      “Why can’t it be both?” asked Christoph. “Regardless, I’m here today for something else entirely.” He took his hand from behind his back to reveal a small vase full of fresh flowers, then placed it on the corner of Nikki’s desk.

      “They’re lovely, Christoph. Thank you.” Nikki smiled at the count, but inside she was frowning. Though it wasn’t because she didn’t appreciate the gift. “This does, of course, lead me to an obvious question.”

      “And that is?”

      “We are less than a day away from reaching England.”

      “That’s more of a statement,” said the count. Nikki rolled her eyes. “You know, most people find me exceptionally charming.”

      “I’m sure,” said Nikki. “If only I were one of them. But my question is where does one find fresh-cut flowers a week into a transatlantic voyage?” And that was the source of her displeasure. Not the gift itself, but the riddle it posed. You see, as much as Nikki would never have admitted it to her students, she always hated a mystery.

      Well, she didn’t hate all mysteries. Much of her work was solving puzzles of mathematics and physics, and she loved that. But when it came to riddles of the “I have a mouth but no teeth” or the “murder behind a locked door” varieties, she had never been a fan.

      Perhaps that was why she never shared Rose’s obsession with solving crimes. Nor had she ever understood Seffy’s motivation to go off on an adventure in hopes of kicking an evil baron out of a zeppelin. She certainly wasn’t driven by a belief in divine guidance like Hina. Sometimes Nikki wondered what had made her stay involved with their group for so long.

      In the year since they went their separate ways, she had achieved incredible advances in her work. Advances which would benefit the world far more than solving a murder or punching a mad scientist. The possibility of providing humanity with a source of limitless power was itself enough to… Nikki was drawn back to reality by her visitor clearing his throat.

      “I have many incredible powers,” said Christoph, “not the least of which is my unerring punctuality. This brings me to the other reason for my visit, to remind you that we have a meeting with our compatriots in five minutes, on the remote chance you had become so engrossed in your work that you lost track of time.”

      Nikki sighed and walked into the hallway with Christoph following a few paces behind. Soundproofed and hidden away beneath the passenger decks, with white walls covering any visible piping, she had worked hard to make these hallways feel just like those in her labs in New York. Nikki’s goal had been to create a continuity between her workspaces as she moved back and forth from land to sea.

      “You still haven’t answered my question,” she said, wiping a finger over a tiny smudge she noticed on the wall.

      “I believe that I did. You simply weren’t satisfied with the answer.”

      “While you may have ‘many incredible powers,’ I’m guessing the ability to spontaneously generate flowers is not one of them.”

      “Sadly, that is correct.”

      “Can you fly?”

      “No.”

      “What about when you turn into a bat?”

      “I cannot turn into a bat,” replied Christoph.

      “I can turn into a bat,” said Seffy. She and Clara walked around a corner and joined the others midstride. Christoph and Nikki both stared at her for a moment as they walked. “I’m just saying,” said Seffy.

      Nikki felt a tug on her sleeve and looked over to see Clara. “Did you bring your lightning gun?” Clara asked.

      “While it does discharge electricity, that’s not technically lightning.”

      “Did you bring it?”

      “Yes.”

      “Can I try it?”

      “No,” said Nikki. “It’s not a toy. Although I can tell you about how I made it.”

      “That sounds less fun,” said Clara.

      “I was close to harnessing a form of energy even more powerful than electricity,” said Nikki, “but it didn’t work out.”

      Apparently registering very little of what Nikki had been saying, Clara continued, “I really like lightning. There was a lot of lightning the night I was born.” Nikki just shook her head, and they soon arrived at the lab that Rose had taken over. The young detective had made the space her own, which meant she’d shoved half of the furniture and equipment into one corner. A series of corkboards covered in papers and photographs were spread around the room as if deposited there by a tornado. At the eye of the storm stood Rose. “Okay everyone,” she said, “let’s go over what we know so far.”

      Nikki smiled. She had always been impressed by how naturally Rose assumed the role of commander. Back when she was her teacher, Nikki had often wondered what Rose’s life might’ve been like if military careers were an option for women.

      “I’ve been using a variety of algorithms to a find a pattern in the etchings on the sphere,” said Nikki, “but with no success as of yet. I’m hoping that, if the Natural History Museum does hold a second artifact, the additional data will help.”

      “My father has asked if the orb might be some kind of physical key,” said Rose. “The etchings could be the equivalent of the notches one would find on a house key.”

      “It’s certainly possible,” replied Nikki, “but I believe there’s more to it than that.” She pointed to an enlarged photograph of the orb that was hanging on the chalkboard. “You’ll notice a small break here in the pattern of the etchings. There’s a dash in the middle of one of the lines, while all the rest are unbroken. While it’s possible this is a defect or that the artifact was damaged over time, the strength of the material from which the orb is made renders those possibilities unlikely.” The others stared at Nikki for a moment, presumably waiting for her to speculate on the possible meaning of this strange line. They could stare as long as they wanted. Nikki dealt in facts, not guesswork. “Again, I’m hoping access to a second artifact might help us to better understand this.”

      “All of which only adds to the importance of our mission at the museum,” said Rose. “The Scarab’s servants have been after us from the start, so our first goal upon leaving the ship will be to avoid any further pursuit by them. Our plan to do so is based, in part, on some of Seffy’s findings…”

      “My research on tissue samples from the creatures has revealed that they are not humans who have been granted bug-like abilities,” said Seffy, “but rather bugs who have assumed human form.

      “Though they may be getting smarter,” she continued, “these bug-men still seem possessed by a compulsive need to obtain the orb. I believe this obsession may have been bred into them at a genetic level, like moths drawn to a flame. This should hopefully keep them susceptible to ruses similar to that which we used when arriving on board.”

      “Therefore,” said Rose, pointing to a map of the docks, “my father has designed the following plan. Upon disembarking the ship, we will enter a carriage which will be waiting for us next to this covered alleyway. While Seffy and Clara create a distraction, the rest of us will exit the opposite door of the carriage and move up the alley to the back entrance of this warehouse. In the basement, we will open a secret tunnel used by some of my father’s contacts…”

      “By which she means smugglers,” interjected Seffy.

      “…used by some of my father’s contacts to move goods…”

      “By which she means illegal contraband,” said Seffy.

      “…to move goods to an area outside the docks, where a second carriage will meet us.

      “Meanwhile, Seffy and Clara will use the first carriage to lead any pursuing bug-creatures away to the count’s manor in the countryside.”

      “By which she means,” interrupted Seffy, “that we will, for some reason, be using Clara as part of the bait for these monsters.”

      If there was one quality Nikki admired more than Seffy’s scientific prowess, it was her relentless refusal to tolerate injustice. No matter the odds, no matter what forces were arrayed against her, Seffy would always stand up for what she believed right.

      “Clara’s inclusion in your party was at the count’s insistence,” replied Rose.

      “And I have every confidence that she will be safe in your care, Miss Moreau,” said Christoph.

      Seffy opened her mouth to continue arguing, but Nikki noticed a look from Rose that implored her to stop. Nikki could imagine no greater evidence of the depth of trust between Seffy and Rose than the fact that the former now turned to Christoph and simply said, “As you wish.”

      Rose continued, “Once Nikki, the count, and I have reached London, we will proceed to the National History Museum, which will, conveniently, be closed to the general public to host a fundraising gala. I will enter the gala posing as Nikki’s maid. This should help me gain unfettered access to the scepter case and, potentially, to a second artifact. We will then regroup back at the count’s country manor to plan our next step.

      “So if there are no other questions, I would ask everyone to prepare for the next phase of our plans.”

      “Just one question,” said the count. “Where exactly will your father be during all of this?”

      Nikki pursed her lips. How deeply was James Moriarty involved in this? Nikki noticed that Rose attributed the plan to him, but that could’ve simply meant she’d reached out to her father for advice. Christoph’s question seemed to imply something very different: that the professor might be taking an active role in this adventure.

      Nikki knew Rose was adept enough at subterfuge to keep her father’s presence hidden if she thought it necessary. What she couldn’t believe was that the count had never mentioned the professor. It was only then that Nikki realized, in all the time they’d spent together, the count had barely spoken about their mission at all. In fact, he’d rarely talked about anything other than her.

      Before she could dwell on the implications of that, Nikki was distracted by a sense of dark energy flooding through the room. The count seemed to grow a head taller, and the look on Rose’s face suggested she knew she had to choose her next words very carefully.

      “My father must be particularly cautious in England,” said Rose. “It is, after all, the home of the man who has been hunting him for the last four years. To make matters a bit more difficult, the last time I visited England, I was warned by Holmes never to return.”

      The count took several steps toward Rose. Undaunted, she continued, “While my father has planted a series of clues designed to lure Holmes out of the country during our visit, we cannot guarantee that the detective won’t see through them. It’s one thing if Holmes discovers that I’ve returned to England, but something very different if he comes face-to-face with my father. Therefore, for all these reasons, the professor will be staying exactly where he has been…in the shadows.”

      “I have some experience with shadows,” said Christoph, “but I was hoping for something a bit more specific. Will he be joining us in London? Did he even board this ship?”

      “Christoph,” replied Rose calmly. “We discussed the terms of my father’s involvement back in Providence.”

      “Involvement!” said Christoph. “That’s just the word I was searching for. There’s a great deal at stake here, and I’d simply like to see some glimmer of direct involvement from your father. I’m not exactly the most trusting of men, so I need to witness how he’s aiding our cause. Otherwise, all I have to go on is his reputation. Yes, he’s supposed to be brilliant. Yes, he’s supposed to be devious. Yes…”

      “He’s supposed to make the most impeccable entrances,” came a voice from the doorway. That voice belonged to a man wearing a long jacket over a vest with a muted floral pattern. He stood in a wide stance and held both hands firmly gripped on his wolf-headed cane.

      Nikki’s confusion only grew.

      “Ah, Professor,” said Christoph, “I…”

      “Knew the details of our arrangement,” said the man approaching Christoph. Although unable to match his height, this man did manage to rival the burning intensity of the count’s gaze. “If those are no longer acceptable, then upon reaching our destination, we should go our separate ways. If they are still acceptable, then I assure you I will have a direct, if unseen, hand in everything that is about to transpire.”

      Christoph opened his mouth to speak, but the professor held up a hand to signal he was not yet done. “In return, I would ask you treat my daughter and her companions with the same respect that you would me.”

      Christoph stood silently for a moment, each man meeting the other’s gaze. Then the count spoke one word, “Acceptable,” and flashed a quick grin. Nikki thought she might have glimpsed his fangs in the instant his teeth were visible, but she wasn’t sure. At the moment, she was unsure of a great many things. So she decided the wisest course of action would be to wait for the count to leave, which he and Clara promptly did.

      The remaining assemblage in the room stood silently until the echo of the count’s shoes could no longer be heard…then Professor Moriarty exhaled deeply and sagged against a table.

      “Rose?” asked Nikki.

      “Yes,” replied Rose.

      “Quick question for you.”

      “Of course.”

      “Why is Hina’s butler pretending to be your father?”

    
  
    
      
        Chapter 12

      
      Nikki accompanied “the professor” back to his berth. As soon as the door shut behind them, he seemed to shrink, curling up around the edges like an old dry leaf.

      “That was reckless, Alan,” she said.

      “I am well aware of that, Miss Tesla,” he replied. Alan’s legs began to shake, and the cane he carried suddenly went from being decorative to vitally necessary as he used it to remain on his feet.

      Nikki helped him over to a chair before continuing, “Not to sound rude, but there was a reason we left you behind when we went on missions.”

      “I never claimed to be brave,” he replied.

      “Then why are you here?”

      “Because you don’t need to be courageous to understand loyalty.”

      Nikki pulled over another chair and sat down next to Alan. He leaned back into his seat and breathed deeply. After a few moments, his body stopped trembling.

      “That was just adrenaline,” said Nikki.

      Alan tilted his head to one side, like a dog looking confused.

      “What happened to your body just now was normal,” she continued. “You should be fine.”

      Alan took a few more deep breaths. “I was told my assistance was necessary and that your life was at stake.”

      “I appreciate that,” said Nikki, taking hold of his hand, “but I don’t know what I’ve done to merit that level of loyalty. I don’t remember us being particularly close.”

      “You misunderstand. I’m playing this role because Miss Moriarty asked me to. That’s what I meant about loyalty.”

      “Oh,” said Nikki. A bit offended, she let go of the butler’s hand. Then she scolded herself for being irrational. “I don’t remember the two of you being particularly close either.”

      “We weren’t,” replied Alan. “Things change.”

      Nikki stared at him, clearly waiting for him to continue. Alan sat up taller in his chair, a bit more vitality returning with every breath he took. “I had worked for Hina’s father all my adult life. When he and his wife were lost at sea, I began making some…unwise choices. I returned to the vice of my youth, gambling, and became deeply in debt to some dangerous individuals. To cover those debts, I began stealing from Hina’s estate.”

      Alan pushed himself up to his feet, taking a few careful steps to make sure his legs would support him. “I robbed the little girl I had been meant to look after. But Hina was very intuitive, even as a child, and it wasn’t long before she caught me in the act. Do you know what happened then?”

      Nikki leaned forward in her chair and smiled knowingly. “She forgave you?”

      “She forgave me,” said Alan. “Immediately. Then gave me enough money to settle all my debts.” He began pacing. “She saved my life, and I vowed never to forget that kindness. And I never gambled again…until she was lost.”

      Nikki’s eyes followed Alan’s pacing back and forth as though she were watching a tennis match. “Let me guess,” she said. “Now it was Rose’s turn to pay off your debts.”

      “No,” said Alan. “Miss Moriarty has very different methods than Hina. She didn’t pay off the criminals, she set it up to look like they had been stealing from a rival gang and made them flee the country. But that’s not why I’m loyal to her.”

      Alan stopped pacing and stared directly into Nikki’s eyes. “When Hina disappeared, it was Miss Moriarty who kept looking for her. It was Miss Moriarty who never gave up. She earned my loyalty because she stayed.” Alan’s gaze drilled into Nikki as he repeated, “Because she stayed.”

      Nikki always appreciated how the scientific method operated in cycles. Every question could lead to another. In that moment, the question of why she hadn’t left the school earlier gave way to a new one: Why had she spared so little thought for the girls she left behind?

      It was one thing when it came to Sheridan and Elizabeth, who had what Rose called “perfect lives” waiting for them back home. But it was something quite different for the other two. Yes, Nikki made the obligatory offer for Rose and Seffy to come with her. However, when they refused, she didn’t exactly fight to convince them.

      Why would she, when part of her was eager to go back to how things were? She was an only child. Her education had been provided by her father rather than formal schooling. She had spent most of her life alone. It was so easy for her to go back to that.

      But easy didn’t mean right.

      And now it was the very girls she had abandoned who were risking their lives to save her.

      Nikki hated getting things wrong. Yes, the scientific method necessitated trial and error, but that didn’t mean she had to like the error part. She didn’t have to like making mistakes. “If you’re going to continue this charade,” she told Alan, “you need to keep your head down and avoid any future confrontations with Christoph. In fact, just avoid him altogether.”

      “Miss Moriarty insists the count will not take her seriously without the backing of a man in the room,” said Alan.

      Nikki didn’t have to like making mistakes, and she wasn’t about to miss an opportunity to correct one. “She’ll have an adult in the room…and I’ll make sure Christoph treats us with the same respect he would give any man.”

      “Then be careful. I’ve been told the count is an incredibly dangerous individual.”

      “I will be careful,” replied Nikki, “but the better I get to know Christoph, the more I find he’s not nearly as sinister as everyone makes him out to be.”

      

      ***

      Meanwhile, on the other end of the ship, Christoph and Clara walked alone down a darkened corridor. “You understand why I insisted that you accompany Miss Moreau out to the countryside?” he asked.

      Clara nodded.

      “It would seem that you’ve grown quite friendly with her over these past days,” said Christoph.

      Clara nodded again. “Yeah,” she replied with a smile. “She’s nice.”

      “Our plans in London need to go smoothly,” said the count. “It’s vital that you don’t let any emotional attachments get in the way of your work… You need to remember who, and what, you are.”

      Clara nodded one last time, and any hint of joy drained from her face. “I’ll do my job,” she said.

    
  
    
      
        Chapter 13

      
      Everything was going according to plan. They disembarked the ship. Seffy and Clara made a show of boarding a coach as the rest of the party slipped into the adjoining warehouse and then down to the basement…which is where their plan promptly took a detour.

      As they approached the trapdoor to the tunnel that would carry them away from the docks, Rose stopped in her tracks. In front of the door were a half-dozen men. They were all dressed in three-piece suits, and most of them looked like they had seen their share of fistfights.

      “Are these your father’s contacts?” asked Christoph.

      “No,” said Rose quietly. “These men are from Scotland Yard.”

      “One thing!” said a voice from behind the wall of men. They parted to reveal its owner. Muscular and broad at the shoulders, he had become the spitting image of his father, lacking only his trademark limp. Instead, this young man walked with the swagger of someone utterly convinced of his own righteousness. And sitting on top of his head, a black bowler hat with a patch on it.

      “We asked you to do one thing, Rose. Stay out of England.”

      Rose turned toward Christoph. “Please allow me to introduce,” she said, “Mr. John Watson…Junior.”

      “Jay,” said the young man, holding a hand toward Christoph. In that moment, Rose actually found herself wishing it had been Holmes who found them. At least she would have known what to say to him.

      “Sir William Gerard,” replied Christoph before grabbing Jay’s hand. Both men’s eyes narrowed as if, at first contact, they could instantly sense a fundamental conflict between their two natures. They both appeared to squeeze their hands a bit tighter.

      Rose knew it would do their cause very little good to have Jay crippled, and she had scant patience for shows of male posturing, so she decided it would be in everyone’s best interest for her to intervene. “Jay,” she said, “perhaps you and I could speak in private?”

      “Of course,” said Jay, who released his grip and led Rose to a corner of the warehouse basement. Then he turned to her and said, “I cannot believe you came back here, Rose. Wait, no, of course I can. Because why wouldn’t you do the exact opposite of what you were told?”

      Rose chose to take a breath instead of taking the bait. She scrutinized Jay’s appearance, doing her best to stay as objective as possible. It had been four years since she first saw him on the stoop of her house, two years since the Tower Bridge, and he had grown from a boy into a young man. Taller, his jaw more defined, he was what most women would call handsome. His eyes looked…bluer than she remembered, and somehow that made her feel both happy and sad. Rose shook off this last thought and finally replied, “Where’s Holmes?”

      “I suspect you already know. Just a day after I heard rumblings of your return, Mister Holmes found evidence that your father was hiding out in Greenland. So of course he had to investigate.”

      “And he left you behind?”

      “Yes! Because in the event you did come back, he wanted me to be the one to deal with you. You’re my responsibility, Rose. Do you not get that? As soon as I convinced Mr. Holmes to let you leave England, you became my responsibility!”

      Rose started to reply, but Jay wasn’t done. “Although maybe he didn’t want me in Greenland because, if we had found your father there, I wouldn’t have been able to resist the urge to beat him to death!”

      Rose’s face went blank, and she waited several moments before replying. When she finally spoke, she uttered each syllable precisely, surgically, eradicating any chance she might be misunderstood. “My father did not kill your father, Jay. He tried to save him.”

      “Oh, of course,…and that’s why we found my father’s hat on display in his study like some kind of trophy.”

      “He kept it to remind himself of his failure! To remind himself it was the only case he could never solve! Although maybe he would have by now if he wasn’t so busy being hunted across the globe by your master!” As much as Rose had intended to stay civil, now her fury came bursting up to the surface.

      And why shouldn’t it? Holmes was supposed to be the world’s greatest detective, but he let his anger, or his bias, or his…whatever, cloud his judgment to the point where he came after her father, even though he was the wrong man. Her father wanted nothing more than to be with her and make her happy, and Holmes sent him on the run. Holmes destroyed her life!

      Rose clenched her jaw shut before she could say something she might regret. Instead, she stood there, silently seething, studying Jay’s face. She spotted a scar along his hairline and wondered how he had gotten it. Probably by leaping straight through a plate-glass window instead of checking to see if the door was unlocked, or something equally impulsive. Why wasn’t he more careful? And why was she only noticing that scar now? Why did being around him distract her? And why were his eyes bluer? Eyes don’t get bluer!

      She spotted Jay reaching out for her little finger and swatted his hand away. “Don’t you dare,” she said.

      “I was just…”

      “I know what you were doing. Don’t.”

      Whether it was because he could see her mood or simply because he realized he was getting drawn off mission, Jay sighed and then said, “We’re not here to render judgment on your father. That will be done in a court of law once Mr. Holmes drags him back to this city.”

      Jay hoisted himself up to sit on the edge of an empty crate and continued, “We’re here to talk about you. You’re not supposed to be here.”

      Rose chose to ignore the psychological implications of Jay taking a seat on higher ground. She looked up at him. “I didn’t deserve to be banished. I flooded a building.”

      “You flooded Parliament…with sewage.”

      “Because I needed to get it evacuated as quickly as possible, and no one would listen to me when I warned them that assassins were trying to blow it up.”

      “But it didn’t blow up, did it?”

      “No, because my friends stopped the assassins.”

      Jay paused for a moment, as if considering Rose’s words, then said quietly, “You trapped me in a barrel.”

      “To keep you safe.” Rose was surprised to find her voice had grown just as soft as Jay’s. “I left you snacks.”

      “You did not.”

      “I left you cookies.”

      “You left me raisin cookies,” said Jay. A smile beginning to form on his lips. “Those don’t count as snacks. They barely count as coasters.”

      “Alright. That’s fair,” replied Rose, also smiling. “I thought they were chocolate. Sorry. I was in a bit of a rush.”

      The anger faded from Jay’s eyes, replaced by a hint of sadness. “I trusted you.”

      “I trusted you too,” said Rose, her voice barely above a whisper. “I can count on one hand the people I might say that about. And then you let him send me away.”

      Rose looked at Jay on top of his perch. Although years had passed and he was now a young man, all she could see was that boy sitting up in the alcove at the Tower Bridge. That same ridiculous boy. And she still had a job to do. She took a step back.

      Jay hopped down. “I wrote letters to you…at your school. I included my address…so you could write back.”

      “Thank you,” said Rose. “I know how letters work.”

      They stared at each other for what seemed like an eternity. “The woman I walked in with,” said Rose, “I’m here trying to save her life.”

      “Wasn’t she with you the last time?”

      “Yes. She was one of my teachers, and she doesn’t have any time to waste. So you can either arrest me for ruining some politicians’ shoes, or you can let me get to work.” With that, she began to walk back toward her companions.

      Jay watched her, then turned and drove a fist through the side of the crate. “Let them go!” he shouted across the warehouse.

      Upon reaching her party, Rose found that the policemen had formed a tight circle around Christoph. At first, she wondered if they’d missed Jay’s instruction. Then she realized the men had huddled in toward the count not to detain him, but because they were listening to him with rapt attention.

      “What’s going on?” Rose whispered to Nikki.

      “It seems our count is a top-notch storyteller,” she replied.

      “…Finding myself pursued across the continent by the armies of three different nations,” said Christoph, looking slowly from each member of his audience to the next, “I realized that the smartest thing I could do was the last thing they would expect. So…I turned around and headed deeper into the desert.”

      Christoph looked over to Rose before continuing, “But my companion has returned, and I’m afraid that we must be off.” Several of the detectives grumbled audibly. “Hopefully, I will be able to finish my tale for you someday. Until then, it was a pleasure to meet you all.” Christoph clapped one of the policemen on the shoulder and another firmly grasped his hand.

      In her research, Rose found several sources which theorized that the count possessed a mystical ability to sway people to his will. The longer she spent with him, the more convinced Rose became that Christoph was indeed able to charm those around him, but there was nothing mystical about it. It was called charisma.

      And that’s how a vampire hides for centuries in plain sight, thought Rose, walking over to the trapdoor. She opened it, then looked back at Jay, who was watching from afar.

      “Just don’t break any laws!” he shouted at her.

      Rose’s only response was to lead her party down into the darkness.

    
  
    
      
        Chapter 14

      
      The carriage raced down the country road, kicking up clouds of dirt behind it. Inside, Seffy and Clara stared out opposite windows. The trees that lined either side of the road were unnaturally still, yet Seffy was more concerned by the fact she couldn’t hear any birds. It was possible they were scared off by the carriage, or that their songs were being drowned out by the trampling of hooves. Either way, there was no evidence of any living thing other than themselves.

      Clara was uncharacteristically quiet. Normally, Seffy would never break a perfectly good silence. In fact, she believed most people talked far more than necessary. Still, for Clara’s sake, she asked, “Do you think they took the bait?”

      “They’re out there,” replied Clara with a grim intensity that made Seffy regret not letting the silence stand. They traveled on until, minutes later, Clara turned to Seffy and asked, “Can you turn into a unicorn?”

      “What?” asked Seffy.

      “Do you have a potion that lets you transform into a unicorn?”

      “No. My serums only let me take on the characteristics of real animals.”

      “Are unicorns not real?”

      “No.”

      “That’s too bad. I thought maybe they were just good at hiding.” The silence descended again. Several minutes passed before Clara turned and said, “What if you mixed a horse potion with a rhinoceros potion?”

      “It’s not safe to mix serums together. Even if it was, I don’t think that would result in a unicorn.” The conversation was objectively ridiculous, but Clara seemed back to her old self, and that made Seffy smile.

      “How about a werewolf?” asked Clara.

      “I actually can do a werewolf,” replied Seffy, then immediately corrected herself, “by which I mean I have a serum that grants me wolf-like attributes. Still, I try not to use that one.”

      “Why not?”

      “I…I just…” Seffy looked out the window, and part of her wished for the silence to return. “It’s just difficult for me.” She watched the forest rush by, and a childhood memory of climbing her favorite tree erupted into her consciousness. She pushed it away.

      If Clara noticed the change in Seffy’s demeanor, she gave no indication of it. “I really like Pegasuses,” she said. “And I like griffins. And I like dragons. I like dragons best.”

      Seffy turned back to Clara and asked, “Why do you like monsters so much?”

      “I don’t know…maybe because I am one.”

      “Why do you think you’re a monster?”

      “It’s just what people say.”

      Seffy hesitated for a moment. “On his island, my father created all kinds of creatures that people called monsters…but they weren’t. They were just animals that he had transformed. The only real monster on the island was him, because of how he treated them.” As the words passed her lips, she couldn’t help but picture her father’s lab. She couldn’t help but remember the things he had done there.

      “My father was a scientist too,” said Clara. “He died less than a year after I was born.”

      “What did he study?”

      “Biology. Medicine. He wanted to defeat death…but death defeated him.”

      Seffy looked down at Clara. Although she had never felt Rose’s compulsion to solve mysteries, Seffy wasn’t one to ignore them either. And Clara was undoubtedly a mystery. Seffy had so many questions about her background, her behaviors, and why in the world the count would have sent her on this mission. The only thing Seffy knew for certain about Clara was that she was going to do everything in her power to keep the girl safe.

      This time the silence stood until they reached the count’s estate. The carriage dropped them off in front of the house. “So,” asked Seffy, “where would be the best place to make targets of ourselves?”

      “Maybe the gardens,” replied Clara.

      The gardens were perfectly manicured, an octagonal marvel of hedge mazes dotted with statuary. Seffy and Clara sat down on a stone bench at the center of a circular flower bed. Even at dusk, the blooms around them blazed out in concentric rings of red, orange, and yellow. When the evening breeze caused the flowers to sway, Seffy imagined they were surrounded by a ring of fire, and the thought of flames brought her back to her father’s island once more. She hated that the memories remained so close to the surface: her tree, the lab, the fire…and the screams. She forced these thoughts back down until they were gone.

      Eventually, they heard a faint buzzing coming from a group of trees in front of them. The sound grew louder, and Seffy spotted figures clinging to the branches. There were far more than she had expected: dozens. Nevertheless, she forced herself to remain calm and put on a brave face for Clara. Besides, now she was in the mood to hit something.

      Seffy stood up from the bench and slowly walked toward the trees. She drank down one of her vials, and the changes began. She bit into her lip, feeling her muscles twist, tear, and reknit themselves inside of her. She could hear the pop of her bones growing and shifting position. Her skin thickened and turned gray. Over the last four years, she had refined her serums to increase the speed of her transformation, but nothing helped the pain.

      “What kind of potion?” asked Clara.

      “Rhinoceros,” grunted Seffy in her suddenly lower voice.

      “Because I was talking about it before?”

      “Because I think brute force is our best chance of making it through this. Now stay behind me.”

      Seffy stomped toward the trees until, as one, the creatures swarmed into the sky. Seffy held both of her oversized fists in front of her. She was ready.

      For a moment, the bug-men hung in midair, as though they weren’t sure which of them should begin the assault. Finally, a single attacker dove straight toward Seffy. She braced for the attack…

      …then a stone bench came sailing over her shoulder and collided with the creature. Bug-man and bench crashed to the ground together with a sickening squish. Seffy turned to see Clara walking up behind her with a glint of steel in her eyes.

      “What are you doing?” asked Seffy.

      “My job,” said Clara as she walked by.

      Clara ran to the heavy oaken gate at the entrance of a hedge maze and easily tore it from its hinges. In one smooth motion, she swung the gate up like a shield, deflecting a bug-man that was diving toward her. She spun around and swung the gate into another of the bug-men, sending it hurtling into a hedge. Continuing the same motion, she flung the gate through the air, knocking two more of the creatures out of the sky. She leapt upon them to finish them off.

      Seffy watched Clara as best she could while defending herself from the bug-creatures’ attacks. Seffy was confident in her own fighting ability. She knew how to throw a punch or dodge a blow, but ultimately, she was a brawler. If Seffy was a pugilist, Clara was a dancer. She pivoted out of the way of attacks that she could barely see coming. Each movement she made had the precision of a master pianist striking a key. And she wielded weapons like an artist wields a brush. Seffy envied her ability.

      Another bug-man dove down toward Clara’s back, but before it could reach her, Seffy slammed into it with her shoulder and sent it flying into a tree trunk. She then picked up one of the creatures Clara had knocked out of the sky and hurled it up at another.

      Clara leapt onto one of the large marble statues decorating the garden. She grabbed its wrist with one hand and drove her elbow into its upper arm. The limb snapped off in Clara’s hands. Moments later, a half-dozen bug-men encircled her, and she whirled around, swinging the arm like a club.

      While the creatures continued their attack, Seffy and Clara slowly carved a path toward each other. Once together, they stood back-to-back and, from this position, fought off waves of enemies. “Four more coming in from the west!” shouted Clara, though Seffy could barely hear her above the buzzing of the swarm that surrounded them. Seffy marveled at how Clara, who usually demonstrated the attention span of a five-year-old, was now aware of every inch of the battlefield. It was as though she had been made for this.

      At times, it seemed like the assault would be endless, but Clara and Seffy continued to swing away at the creatures with their fists or any makeshift weapons they could find. Finally, the buzzing din of their enemies diminished and then fell silent.

      Seffy scanned the grounds. There were bug-men hanging from trees, strewn across flower beds, driven through hedge walls. Then she looked back at Clara. The girl was covered in dark-green goo, and her dress was in tatters, but she was barely even breathing hard. She seemed uninjured, but the tight collar of her dress had been torn apart, revealing a small piece of metal jutting out from either side of her neck.

      At times, when working on a mystery, Rose would retreat into her head, freezing midsentence to assemble the facts of the case into a revelation. At that moment, Seffy found herself having a similar experience. She thought back to the many strange things Clara had said since they met, Clara’s performance in the battle they had just endured, and even a scientific paper she had studied years ago. Suddenly, it all seemed to make sense.

      “Clara,” asked Seffy, “was your father named ‘Victor’?”

      “Yes,” replied Clara. “Victor Frankenstein.”

    
  
    
      
        Chapter 15

      
      Seffy searched through the pockets of one of the fallen bug-men, then looked over to Clara, who was lifting the stone bench off another. The girl maintained the same poise and focus she had assumed during the battle. It was enough to make Seffy wonder if the Clara she had known before now was little more than an act. “Find anything?” Seffy asked.

      “No,” said Clara. “You?”

      “Nothing,” replied Seffy, approaching one of the creatures that had been driven through a hedge wall. She gave its leg a tug, but it was well stuck, so all she managed to do was pull off its boot. “In retrospect,” she said, “I probably should’ve waited to turn back to human form. Could you…?”

      Clara walked over in silence and tugged the bug-man free with one hand. Seffy dropped the boot and began searching through the creature’s clothes, all the while wondering why Clara had been acting so childishly up until now. Was it to trick them? Make them let down their guard? If so, why? They were already helping her and the count with their mission. After a moment, Seffy realized she had clenched one of her hands into a fist. She forced the muscles in her fingers to relax, took a deep breath, then looked up at Clara and asked, “Should we be…cleaning up as we go?”

      “No,” said Clara. “We have people for that.”

      “You have people who clean up after your battles?”

      “Yes.”

      “This sort of thing happens to you that frequently?”

      “The count calls it an unfortunate necessity. I’m sure the household staff already called them, and they’re remarkably quick to arrive, which means they’re probably…” Clara scanned the area and then pointed to the tree line at the far edge of the garden.

      Seffy looked over to see several figures dressed in black robes and plague-doctor masks with sharply pointed beaks. “That’s disturbing,” she said. “Why aren’t they coming over?”

      “They won’t start cleaning until we leave the area,” Clara replied. “I don’t think they like people.” Then she bent down to inspect the boot that Seffy had dropped and pulled a piece of paper from within it.

      “What does it say?” asked Seffy. Clara responded by handing her the paper. Seffy scanned it, then told Clara, “It looks like a series of directions.”

      “From here?”

      “From the train station… Should we summon a coach?”

      “No need,” said Clara. “I can drive us there. We have a motorcar. Several, actually.”

      “And you’re old enough to drive?”

      With perfect seriousness, Clara replied, “I’m one hundred twenty-seven and a half years old.”

      Then again, thought Seffy, maybe it hadn’t been an act after all.

      

      ***

      With its vaulted ceilings and stained glass, Rose understood why the Natural History Museum had been called a cathedral to nature. Perhaps that’s why Nikki seemed so at ease there. Rose had always managed to balance her dedication to science with a belief in the mysterious and the mystical, but Nikki only believed in what she could see and touch and prove. Museums, thought Rose, were probably the closest things Nikki had to cathedrals in her life.

      “I don’t see Christoph anywhere,” said Nikki.

      Rose scanned the throngs of smartly-dressed socialites who filled the central hall and quickly recognized she felt far less comfortable than her former teacher. Rose had never been at ease among high society, and she was glad to be dressed in a servant’s outfit rather than a ball gown. It would make it far easier to fade into the background and disappear when the time was right. Still, there was a tiny voice in her head warning that something was wrong.

      “He said he’d meet us here,” replied Rose, “but that doesn’t mean he intended to get here first.”

      Seconds later, Rose spotted the count at the center of a large crowd. Whether he was telling another story or simply making small talk, she had no idea. What she did know was that the moment Christoph spotted Nikki, he stopped midsentence. Rose noted the look of recognition that passed across his face, followed by a narrowing of his eyes and the slightest furrowing of his brow.

      The count made his way toward them. The crowd parted and, once free of Christoph’s gravitational pull, quickly dispersed. “Where did you get that dress?” he asked.

      “We found it in one of the empty rooms in your townhouse,” said Rose, gesturing toward the burgundy gown. Although it was clearly several decades old, its deep neckline was slightly risqué even by modern standards. “It just fit her so perfectly.”

      “Should I not have worn it?” asked Nikki.

      “No,” said Christoph. His face softened, then his pupils drifted down and to the left as though his thoughts were traveling far away. “It belonged to someone…that I used to know. You look so much like her. You look stunning.” He fell silent for a moment and then looked back at Rose. “What’s the plan?”

      “Fairly straightforward,” she replied. “I’m going to sneak into the wing where the box is on display, take a few photographs, and then meet you back here. Everyone’s attention is focused on the gala tonight, so I expect everything to go fairly…” Rose abruptly spun around and put a hand up to her face. “Or we could just leave and come back on a different day. Actually, let’s do that.”

      Nikki looked around the room, clearly trying to understand what had just happened. Her answer came in the form of a voice shouting, “Rose!” The owner of that voice, a dainty middle-aged woman, rushed toward them.

      Rose inhaled sharply. She thought back to one particular lesson when Nikki was performing an experiment with thermionic tubes. These devices, Nikki had explained, allowed her to conduct electricity through an airless environment. For that reason, they were also known as “vacuum tubes.” Now, Rose prepared herself for the entire central hall of the museum to become one great vacuum tube, because she knew the woman racing toward them was about to suck every last bit of oxygen out of the room.

      “Rose, darling,” said the woman, “I didn’t know you were back in London.”

      “I didn’t know you were here,” replied Rose, who continued under her breath, “or I might not have come.”

      “I’m here visiting an old friend,” said the woman.

      Rose turned to her companions. “Nikki, Christoph, this is my mother, Irene.”

      “You have a mother?” asked Nikki

      “Everyone has a mother,” replied Rose.

      “I just mean that you’ve never mentioned her.”

      Irene put her hands on her hips and stared at her daughter. “Really?” she said.

      “Children don’t always talk about their parents,” replied Rose.

      “You talk about your father constantly,” said Nikki.

      “Not constantly.”

      “You were talking about him on the way here.”

      “Really?” repeated Irene.

      Desperate to change the subject, Rose said, “Mother, this is Miss Nikki Tesla, one of my teachers from school, and this is Count Christoph.”

      “A pleasure to meet you, Mrs. Moriarty,” said the count.

      “It’s Miss Adler. Her father and I were never married,” said Irene, leaning in toward Christoph. “It’s so nice to meet you, Count. You know, my mother was a countess in Spain, which is where I was born.”

      “You were born in New Jersey,” said Rose. “Both of your parents immigrated there from Colombia.” She turned to the count. “Sometimes her name is Irene Adler, former prima donna of the Imperial Opera of Warsaw. Sometimes her name is Irene Grant, daughter of an American steel baron. Sometimes it’s one of a dozen other aliases. That’s why I only introduce her by her first name. You see, my mother is, among other things, a near-compulsive liar.”

      “I am an actress,” said Irene, waving a hand at her daughter dismissively, “and sometimes I exaggerate for effect.” She put an arm around Nikki. “Miss Tesla, I imagine you must know a few embarrassing stories about my daughter. I’ll trade you for some of mine.”

      Rose sighed, watching her mother walk away down the hall with Nikki, then she noticed Christoph staring after them. “You’re fond of her, aren’t you?”

      “Your mother?” said Christoph. “She seems pleasant.”

      “You know that’s not who I meant.”

      Rose noticed the count’s eyes drifting down and left once again. “Sometimes, when I’m around Miss Tesla, I find my stomach flipping over itself.”

      “Most people would just say that she makes them feel butterflies,” said Rose. “Not to be presumptuous, Count Christoph, but it sounds like you might be in love.”

      For some reason, upon speaking those words, Rose’s mind filled with images of a tower, an alcove, and a ridiculous boy. She did her best to shake them away.

      

      ***

      The headlights of the car cut two swaths of visibility through the otherwise impenetrable darkness of the English countryside. Clara kept both hands on the wheel and her eyes focused on the road in front of them. Seffy stared at Clara with her mouth slightly agape.

      “You did what?” asked Seffy.

      “I tried to rescue him in a hot air balloon,” replied Clara.

      “You can’t ride a hot air balloon over an active volcano.”

      “Why not?”

      “Because physics,” said Seffy. With each passing moment, she became further reassured that Clara’s original behavior had been genuine, and it was her persona during the battle which was the aberration.

      Clara continued to focus intently on the road. “I don’t know about that,” she said.

      “You’re over a hundred years old,” said Seffy, her voice softening, “have you ever had any schooling?”

      “I’ve been trained in hand-to-hand combat, and how to use all kinds of weapons, and…driving,” said Clara, pointing with one hand to the steering wheel as she held on with the other. “The count always wanted me to focus on the things that would be the most helpful for doing my job.”

      Seffy sat silently for a few moments, and her thoughts drifted back to her own childhood. Her father had never even considered providing her with an education, because that would have done nothing to further his own goals. It wasn’t until she came to Hina’s school that she even learned how to…

      Seffy sighed, turned to Clara, and said, “Earlier, when I asked you what the paper said, you just handed it to me. Do you…know how to read?”

      Without turning to face Seffy, Clara shook her head.

      “Would you like to learn?”

      Clara shrugged, still staring at the road.

      Seffy wanted desperately to tell Clara about how education changed her life, but the only way she could truly explain that would be by recounting her experiences on the island. She opened her mouth to speak, but the words caught in her throat. Her father’s face burst into her consciousness, and Seffy found herself reaching down and gripping her seat cushion with both hands. She forced herself to take even breaths. After a few moments, she was able to ask Clara, “When you say Victor Frankenstein was your father, you mean…?”

      “That he brought me to life,” said Clara. “Or back to life.”

      “Do you remember anything before that?”

      “No. Father told me a little, but he wasn’t able to stay with me long before he went off in search of my older brother.”

      “I have an older brother too,” said Seffy. “Most people like him better than me.”

      “Most people chased my brother with torches.”

      “Well,” said Seffy, “we can’t all be popular.”

      “Anyway,” said Clara, “my father left me with the count, and I never saw him again.”

      “Why?”

      “Because he died.”

      “No. I mean, why did he leave you with the count?” Seffy tried to push her own father’s face from her mind, but it refused to budge. It was like it had been branded there.

      “Count Christoph had been searching for my father for some time, and eventually, he found him traveling in the Alps. He told my father he possessed an ingredient which could perfect his reanimation process.”

      “His blood?”

      Clara nodded.

      “And what did the count want in return?”

      “Me,” said Clara. “Although not me specifically. He wanted a servant who would live as long as him. ‘The moment I get a valet properly trained,’ he would say, ‘they insist on dying of old age.’ My father had originally planned on creating a different servant for the count, but when he died, I was all that was left. So I chose to honor my father’s contract and swore to serve the count until the end of his days.”

      They sat quietly for a few moments before Seffy asked, “And you’ve never aged at all?”

      Clara shook her head.

      Seffy finally managed to drive her father’s visage away, drowning it in a flood of knowledge about mental development and adolescent cognition. “That explains so much,” she said. “You couldn’t have been older than fourteen when you were reanimated, so your brain hadn’t fully developed. You’ve experienced more than a century of life through the lens of an immature mind… No offense.”

      “That’s okay,” said Clara. “I was thinking about chocolate.” A few moments later, she asked, “Why do you always try to stand in front of me when we’re in combat?”

      “I was trying to protect you,” said Seffy.

      “Oh,” said Clara. “Because you didn’t think I knew how to fight?”

      “Yes. And because you remind me of a time when I should have protected someone, and I didn’t.”

      “Hina?” asked Clara.

      “No,” replied Seffy. “This was…before Hina.”

      “But you also blame yourself for what happened to her?”

      Seffy stared out at the side of the road for what felt like an eternity. “Yes.”

      “Do you think maybe Rose blames herself too?” asked Clara.

      That’s when Seffy realized, mature or not, Clara might well be wiser than her.

      “I don’t suppose you have any chocolate with you?” asked Clara.

      “No,” replied Seffy, laughing softly. “No, I do not.”

      

      ***

      Christoph held out an arm toward Nikki. “May I escort you onto the dance floor?” he asked.

      “You may,” replied Nikki. “Did Rose head into the museum?”

      “Yes. What happened to her mother?”

      Nikki shrugged. “I turned my back for a moment, and she disappeared.” She looked at the crowd around them. Each dress she saw was more fashionable than the last, each necklace more lavish and glittering, culminating in a woman who appeared to be wearing a section of chandelier around her throat. “I have to admit, being here, surrounded by London’s elite, on the arm of a count, I feel a bit like a princess.”

      “I would have thought you’d feel more like a countess,” replied Christoph.

      “Touché.”

      As they walked out onto the floor and began to waltz, it was just like a fairy tale. They glided effortlessly through the crowd, hand in hand…for about thirty seconds. Then Nikki craned her neck around to try to see behind her and drove the heel of her shoe squarely into the center of Christoph’s foot.

      “I believe that you’re supposed to look over my shoulder,” said Christoph softly, presumably to avoid attracting the attention of the couples on either side of them.

      “I know,” said Nikki. “I just wanted to see where we were going.”

      “I promise that I’m not going to dance you into anyone.”

      “Yes,” said Nikki. “I know that. Absolutely…I just want to see where we’re going.”

      “Let’s try this.” Christoph lifted his hand, allowing Nikki to turn. She spun around like a ballerina, more graceful than she had ever felt before. It was so wonderful that she decided to throw herself into another turn…and promptly slammed her elbow into Christoph’s chin. The other dancers began to give them an increasingly wide berth.

      “I didn’t lift my hand up that time,” he said.

      “Yes.”

      “So you really couldn’t turn without slamming into me.”

      “Yes!” said Nikki. “I do, in retrospect, understand what happened.” Nikki was fairly sure she saw several women pointing and laughing from the side of the floor. She could feel a warm sensation spreading across her face. This is why I avoid people, she thought.

      Christoph danced them down the floor once again. “Obviously this was not the ideal way to start our evening, but I believe that we can…” Nikki kicked him in the shin. Hard. “Why did you do that?”

      “We were getting too close to the corner,” replied Nikki.

      “And you thought that kicking me would help?”

      “I thought if I put out my leg, I might steer us…like a rudder.”

      “I am not a sailboat!” said Christoph, abruptly escorting Nikki off the floor. “Is there any chance that this is one of your experiments? Are you attempting to gauge my resistance to physical pain? Because, if so, I can save us both a bit of time and tell you that it’s quite high.”

      “Sorry,” said Nikki. “I was never much good at dancing.”

      “You could always try letting me lead.”

      “I was never much good at that either.” Nikki took a deep breath, then looked into Christoph’s eyes. “It’s hard for me to give up control.”

      Christoph let out a quick chuckle and then nodded. “I understand. I’m not a great fan of it myself.” He pointed over Nikki’s shoulder and continued, “It looks like one of the curators is discussing some of the museum’s artifacts. Maybe that would be a better activity for us.”

      Nikki gave an aggressive nod. Had she believed in a higher power, she would have offered up her thanks for being allowed to escape the dance floor.

      They walked over to see a man with a reddish beard holding up a sword in his gloved hands. “…which dates back to the Hundred Years’ War,” he said. “It is almost five centuries old and belonged to an English general.”

      Christoph leaned in toward Nikki and said, “It absolutely did not.”

      “How can you be so certain?” she asked, relieved to be engaging in an area where she felt some competence. “You know, our ability to date artifacts has improved dramatically over the last few decades. From seriation to dendrochronology, or tree-ring dating, we can now…”

      “That was my sword,” whispered Christoph.

      Nikki burst out laughing and gripped Christoph’s arm a bit more tightly. “Maybe we could just step outside and go for a walk?” she asked.

      “I’d like that,” he replied. “Dancing is overrated.”

      

      ***

      Rose stuck to the shadows, easily blending in thanks to the black jumpsuit she had been wearing beneath her servant’s uniform. She crept slowly and carefully from one aisle to the next, aware of every detail of her surroundings. She darted nimbly around a corner…and ran straight into her mother.

      Irene was dressed almost exactly the same as her daughter, in black clothing from head to toe, with an identical knapsack slung over her shoulder.

      “No,” said Rose, pointing a finger at her mother. “You are not going to do this to me right now.”

      “Not going to do what?” asked Irene.

      “What are you here to steal?” demanded Rose.

      “Nothing.”

      “Then why are you sneaking around dressed like that?”

      “I don’t know. Why are you sneaking around dressed like that?”

      “I’m not doing this with you,” said Rose, and she walked away. Rose had developed a series of rules for surviving encounters with her mother. The first was simply for Rose to get as far away as possible. After all, it was nearly impossible for Irene to pull her into one of her capers if they were in separate time zones. For now, Rose would have to settle for staying out of the same room. She quickly made her way through the closest door.

      “Please stop following me,” said Rose.

      “I’m not following you,” replied Irene, standing just behind her.

      Rose spun back to face her mother. “I swear, you are the most difficult, frustrating… No. No. I am not doing this with you.” She turned and walked away. A few minutes later, they reached the exhibit with the scepter box.

      Rule number two: If unable to avoid Irene, Rose would simply ignore her. She took paper and charcoal from her knapsack and made a rubbing of the box’s exterior. She then took out a camera and carefully photographed each side of the box.

      Rose knew that her mission was important. She was trying to save her teacher, perhaps even the world, and she was not going to be distracted by Irene’s antics. Rose lowered her camera just in time to see her mother removing the lid from the box with gloved hands. “What are you doing?” said Rose, louder than she had intended.

      “Sorry,” said Irene, “I thought you were done.”

      “I was done. That’s not… Are you stealing that scepter? You said you were in London to visit an old friend.”

      “I am.”

      “What’s their name then?”

      Irene stared at her daughter for a few seconds before replying. “Money.” Then she picked up the scepter and placed it into her knapsack.

      “Who sent you to steal that?” demanded Rose, but now it was Irene’s turn to walk away.

      Rule number three: If unable to ignore Irene, Rose would always remain calm. She knew that the only way to successfully navigate an encounter with her mother was through rational thought and deliberate action. More importantly, she had to make sure that woman knew she couldn’t get to her.

      Rose chased after Irene and said, “Don’t walk away when I’m talking to you, Mother… Don’t you dare climb out that window, Mother… Stop rappelling down the side of the building this instant, Mother…” Rose sighed, then climbed down after her.

      When they reached an alley toward the rear of the museum, Irene pulled a tarp off a car hidden behind some crates and climbed in. She looked back at her daughter and asked, “Are you coming?”

      “Why would I possibly get into that car with you right now?” Rose replied.

      “Because you’re too smart to think it a coincidence that I was commissioned to steal the contents of the very box you were interested in. This is almost certainly related to whatever case you happen to be working on. While I don’t know who the buyer is, I’m off to meet with them now, so why don’t you climb into the car, and we can get going?”

      It took everything that Rose had to resist the urge to scream and stomp her foot on the ground. Instead, she climbed into the seat beside her mother, folded her arms across her chest and said, “Fine.”

    
  
    
      
        Chapter 16

      
      They drove on in silence. The farther they traveled from the city center, the faster Irene was able to go, but Rose couldn’t shake the feeling this journey was going to take forever. After all, time always seemed to progress more slowly when her mother was around. “Are you really not going to talk to me for the entire ride?” asked Irene.

      “You don’t seem to have any information relevant to my case,” said Rose, “and I’m not really sure what else we’d talk about.”

      “That seems a bit cold.”

      “You disappeared on my seventh birthday. I’ve seen you barely a few days a year since then. I hardly think it’s my fault that we don’t have a closer relationship.” Rose stopped herself before she could become too agitated. She knew she was going to be stuck in close quarters with her mother for a while yet. So her only options were to stay calm or come up with a fourth rule on the fly.

      Irene let the silence stand for a few minutes before asking, “What’s your case about?”

      “A vampire hired me to solve the mystery of an ancient device that can turn people into gods. We’re racing to solve it before a sorcerer and his army of bug-people.”

      “If you don’t want to tell me about it, you can just say that. You don’t have to make something up.”

      “No,” said Rose, “this is actually my life.” She picked up a newspaper she had found between the seats and started reading it for the third time.

      “And your teacher Nikki is helping you?”

      “As much as she can. She’s dealing with some health problems. But Seffy is also here.”

      “Was she the one I met a few years ago?” asked Irene. “The one who set up your school?”

      “No,” said Rose. “That was Hina. She died.” It took Rose a few seconds to realize what she had just said. Once she did, she wished she could reach into the air and pull the words back.

      “I’m sorry,” said Irene.

      “Me too,” said Rose, “but we don’t… I don’t know for sure that she’s really gone. She disappeared, and I still want to find her. I just…I just have no idea how.”

      “I’m sure that, if anyone can do it, it’s you.”

      “Thank you,” said Rose. “…I genuinely don’t want this to sound rude, but I think I need to be quiet again for a while.” She scratched her forehead, then surreptitiously wiped her hand across her cheek. Rose was not going to break down in front of Irene. She would jump out of the car first.

      “I understand,” said her mother, “but I don’t think that’s going to be possible.” She nodded to the car pulling up behind them.

      Rose knew it was only a matter of time. She had spotted the other automobile as they were leaving the museum. Like their car, it had an open top, but even if it didn’t, she still would have known exactly who was inside. She watched as Jay Watson stood up in the passenger seat, the wind whipping his hair to one side. He nodded for the driver, one of his Scotland Yard associates from the warehouse, to move up alongside them.

      “Can you outrun them?” Rose asked her mother.

      “This car is meant to reach a top speed of fifty-five miles an hour.”

      “And how fast are you going now?”

      “Fifty-seven,” replied Irene.

      “So that would be a no then?”

      Now that they had reached the outskirts of the city, there was room for both cars to drive parallel on the same stretch of road, though just barely. The wheels of the two vehicles were almost touching when Jay leapt from his car. If the young man felt any fear about jumping between speeding automobiles, if he had the slightest bit of trepidation at the prospect of being dashed against the rough pavement below and ending up bloodied and broken by the roadside, he didn’t show it. Jay simply launched himself from one vehicle to the next as most men would leap over a small puddle. He landed in their back seat, then stood with one foot up and his hands on his hips like the statue of some conquering general.

      “One thing!” shouted Jay. “I asked you to do one thing!”

      Irene looked back at Jay, then over to her daughter. “Can you hear what he’s saying?”

      “Mother, we’re driving at high speed in an open car. I can barely hear what you’re saying.” Rose stared up at Jay. Her heart beat a bit faster. Rose told herself she was just happy for the distraction, but part of her couldn’t shake the feeling it was something more.

      Jay continued to speak. Rose suspected it was something he had rehearsed, given the proud glint in his eye, but with the rush of the wind and the roar of the engine, she was lucky if she made out every third word. Finally, Rose pointed to her ears and shouted, “We can’t hear you!”

      The look in Jay’s eyes turned from pride to confusion, then he knelt and said, “I can’t hear you.”

      “I know,” said Rose. Jay leaned in closer. With his head just a few inches from hers, Rose detected a strong woody smell that hadn’t been there when last they met. Why had he been in the woods?

      “What were you saying?” she asked.

      “I told you not to break any laws,” said Jay. “How hard is that?”

      “Why are you assuming I broke the law?”

      “I watched you leave the museum.”

      “I was there for the gala.”

      “Were you? Strange how none of the other guests felt it necessary to leave via the windows.”

      “He’s got you there,” said Irene, leaning in close to them.

      “Not helpful!” said Rose.

      Jay held up Irene’s knapsack. “And what’s this, then?”

      “We’re bringing some gifts…to orphans,” replied Irene.

      Jay silently opened the knapsack and pulled out the artifact.

      “Orphans love scepters,” added Rose.

      “Enough,” said Jay. “Pull over.”

      “No,” said Irene.

      Jay stared at her for a moment, as if unsure how to reply, then he went for the obvious. “Yes!”

      “No,” said Irene. “You can’t make me.”

      “Do you see what I have to deal with?” asked Rose, nodding toward her mother.

      “This is insane,” said Jay. “You know what? First I’m going to secure this, then I’ll deal with you.” He stood up and shouted, “Please don’t force me to run you off the road!” before standing and leaping back to his car.

      Irene looked over at her daughter. “Was that Jay Watson?”

      “Yeah.”

      “I haven’t seen him since he was a boy. He’s become quite handsome, don’t you think?”

      Rose sighed. “Please try to focus, Mother,” she said, then stood up in her seat. “I’ll be right back.”

      Jay was standing in the back of his car, pointing at the other vehicle and trying to yell something to his driver, when Rose leapt over. Just before she was about to land gracefully next to Jay, the car hit a divot and sent her sprawling into him.

      Rose ended up lying on top of Jay across the back seat. He instinctively threw his arms around her to catch her, and for a moment, she just stayed there, looking into his eyes…which were definitely bluer.

      That was when Rose identified the smell which had been wafting off Jay. It was sandalwood…with hints of something else? Vanilla! He was wearing cologne! Rose felt warmth in her cheeks. Why was she blushing? He was the one who put on cologne for a car chase. Ridiculous boy.

      Rose sat up but stayed close to Jay…so that they could still hear each other. At least that’s what she told herself. “Look,” she said. “I didn’t even steal that thing. It was my mother.”

      “That was your mother in the car? I haven’t seen her for years.”

      “Yes. That’s her, and for the record, I tried to stop her. Then she made the valid point that bringing the scepter back to the person who hired her might actually help me to advance the case I’m working on.” Rose snatched the knapsack away. “I’ll return it when we’re done.”

      Jay wrapped his hand around one of the knapsack straps. “That doesn’t justify theft,” he said.

      Rose stood. “Please don’t make this harder than it has to be!” she shouted over the wind.

      “I could say the same to you!”

      With a flick of her wrist, Rose opened her fan and swung its blades at Jay. He easily dodged to one side without losing his grip on the strap. “You missed!” he yelled.

      “Did I?” replied Rose, who clutched the knapsack close to her chest and leapt back to her car.

      Jay looked down at his hand and realized, while it was still wrapped tightly around the strap, the strap itself had been cut cleanly from the knapsack. He groaned, then jumped back to the other car. “This is ridiculous!” he shouted.

      “What?” shouted Rose. The engine of her mother’s car was louder than Jay’s.

      Jay sighed and sat on the back seat. Then he grabbed Rose’s hand and tugged her down next to him. “Look,” he said, “you can’t just take things out of a museum because you want them.”

      “How do you think the museum got those things in the first place?” replied Rose. She yanked her hand free of his, reminding herself once again that the life she led left little room for ridiculous boys.

      “That’s actually a fair point!” shouted Irene from the front.

      “Hello, Miss Adler,” said Jay, leaning forward toward her. “Terribly sorry that I didn’t recognize you earlier. How are you?”

      “All the better for seeing you, dear,” replied Irene. “And you?”

      “I’m well, thank you,” said Jay. “But also, you’re under arrest. Please pull your car over.”

      When it became abundantly clear that Irene was still not going to comply with his orders, Jay returned his attention to the knapsack. The car jumped as it hit a pothole, and Jay seized the opportunity to grab the bag out of Rose’s hands and then leapt back toward his car. However, this time Rose was ready. She managed to reach out and grab the other end of the strap. The result was Jay and Rose, both leaning over the sides of their respective automobiles, playing tug-of-war with the knapsack hanging in between the two vehicles.

      The wind blew half of Rose’s hair out of its bun and into her face. “Do you honestly believe,” she shouted at the top of her lungs, “it’s more important to have this scepter sitting on a pedestal in a museum than being used to help save a life?!”

      “What I believe,” shouted back Jay, “is that there’s a social contract! And a fundamental part of that contract is the idea the law must apply equally to everyone! No one is above it, not even if they’re rich or powerful, or if they happen to think they’re smarter than everybody else!” Somehow, he managed to yell the last few words a bit louder than the rest.

      “Rose!” screamed Irene.

      “I’m working, Mother!”

      “But the road!”

      Rose turned her head and saw the road both cars were speeding down was about to fork off in two directions. To make matters worse, at the base of the fork was a very sturdy-looking barrier. The time for talking was over.

      Rose again swung her fan at Jay, not to hurt him, just to provide herself with an opening to take back the scepter. She wasn’t surprised when he pulled out a hunting knife to deflect her strike. She was, however, a bit surprised when he followed up with an attack of his own. Rose ducked to one side, but when she stood back up, Jay had a wide grin spread across his face.

      “You missed!” she shouted.

      “Did I?” replied Jay. He let go of his end of the knapsack. Rose went tumbling into the back of her car and the bag fell on top of her chest. She realized the side of the knapsack had been sliced open and, when she sat back up, saw Jay holding the scepter as his car veered down its half of the split path. Irene continued to drive down the other road, carrying their vehicle farther away from Jay’s with each passing second, and yet, in that moment, Rose smirked. A few minutes later, she climbed up to the front seat with a remarkably full-looking bag tucked beneath her arm and sat down next to her mother.

      “That was close,” said Irene. “Are we good?”

      “Everything is right where it should be,” replied Rose, tapping the knapsack. “Do you have a brush?” she asked, doing her best to push her hair out of her face.

      “In my purse,” replied Irene, then added, “seriously though…don’t you think he’s gotten handsome?”

      Rose ignored her, but as she dragged the brush along her hair, she could swear she still smelled sandalwood and vanilla. The edges of her mouth curled up into a smile.

      After a great deal more driving, they finally arrived at their destination. Through the darkness of a starless sky, they were barely able to discern the outline of a large building. A storm erupted above them, causing a deep fog to begin rising out of the ground. Rose and Irene looked at each other.

      “Well, this is obviously a trap,” they said simultaneously.

    
  
    
      
        Chapter 17

      
      “Are we lost?” asked Seffy.

      She took a few cautious steps away from the car, with Clara following just behind. The fog that had rolled in around them seemed to grow thicker by the moment, and the lantern Seffy waved in front of her refracted off the mist. She extinguished the light and listened. Even the squeak of a bat or the rustle of some nocturnal forager would have been a relief, but there was nothing. It was that same unnatural silence she had experienced on their ride to the country house.

      “It’s not that we’re lost so much as I just don’t know where we are,” replied Clara. “I think we must be close.”

      Seffy drank down a vial, and her nose and mouth elongated into a bloodhound’s snout. She tilted her head upward and sniffed at the air. “It’s very faint,” she said, “but I think I smell them.” Seffy walked farther away from the car, and the scent of her quarry grew stronger.

      They moved quickly and silently until Seffy heard a crashing noise behind her. She spun around into a crouch, and saw nothing, not even Clara. Seffy scanned the area and noticed a faint outline on the ground. She crept closer, revealing the outline to be the edge of a pit. Seffy peered down into the hole. Clara looked up at her and waved. “I think I found a clue,” she said.

      Seffy slid down into the pit and realized it was actually the mouth of a tunnel. Every instinct told her this would lead them toward danger, but it also told her that they had to press on. With each step they took, the passage grew darker, and the smell of the bug-creatures grew more pungent. It was similar to the scent Seffy had encountered when fighting the fliers, but not exactly the same. Something about that difference made a chill run up her spine.

      Eventually, Seffy noticed a glow coming from the tunnel ceiling. She motioned for Clara to stay back, then carefully climbed up toward the light. Seffy peeked her head through the hole in the ceiling, and once her eyes had adjusted, she realized she was underneath a large stone table. The table was surrounded by the legs of a dozen figures dressed in black. The bug smell was overpowering.

      Now Seffy’s instincts screamed out at her from the depths of her psyche. They told her these creatures smelled different because they were more powerful, more primal. Because they were predators. Her instincts begged her to duck back into the tunnel, return to Clara, and flee.

      Seffy lowered herself back down to the tunnel floor. Although she shook off the panic that had momentarily gripped her, she realized she and Clara would need some kind of plan before they could press forward. She made her way back toward Clara to discuss the situation, then stopped in place. A low growl rumbled in her throat. Seffy could see the outline of more black-clad figures moving toward them from the direction of the tunnel mouth. “You should have listened,” said her instincts.

      They were trapped.

      

      ***

      The sky caught Nikki’s attention the moment she exited the museum. There was a large full moon, tinged slightly pink. From there, her attention drifted to the stars. It made her recognize what a tiny portion of the universe she made up, what an insignificant thing her life was on a cosmic scale. Of course, she could also recognize that her life was of great significance to her.

      “What are you thinking?” asked Christoph, walking up behind her.

      “Oh, just pondering life and death,” replied Nikki, still looking up.

      “Ah,” said Christoph. “As one so often does at a party.”

      Nikki spun around with a witty rejoinder on her tongue, then realized Christoph had stopped, as if frozen in place. “Are you alright?” she asked.

      At her voice, Christoph seemed to snap out of his trance. “Yes,” he said, walking up to her. “Yes. I’m sorry. You just look so much like her, especially in this light.”

      Nikki placed a hand on Christoph’s arm. “What was her name?”

      “Wilhelmina.”

      Nikki looked into Christoph’s eyes. There was a softness in them, a humanity. It made it easy to forget what he really was. “You loved her?” she asked.

      “Yes. For the first time in many years. Maybe for the first time ever.” Christoph looked up at the moon. “I thought we might be together forever. We had planned for her to become…like me.” The shadows cast by the moonlight brought out odd angles in Christoph’s face. “Then Abraham Van Helsing, an overeducated and foolish man, performed a ceremony on Wilhelmina to prevent me from turning her. And it did…by killing her.”

      “I’m so sorry.”

      “When I tracked down Van Helsing,” continued Christoph, “he said that ceremony came from a wandering mystic who approached him in the street. I could never prove that it was the Scarab, but in my heart, I knew. For me, any truce held between us shattered that day.” Christoph brought his gaze back down to Nikki. “You look like her, but you’re…different.”

      “I get that a lot,” replied Nikki.

      “That’s not what I meant.”

      “I know,” said Nikki with a smile. “How am I different?”

      “You’re wittier. More intelligent. Perhaps even more than I am.”

      “If it makes you feel better, I’m more intelligent than almost everyone.” Christoph smiled at her, then shook his head. He opened his mouth, but Nikki interrupted before he could speak. “No. Sorry. I shouldn’t do that. I use humor to cover when I’m feeling insecure. I may be smarter than most people when it comes to mathematics or science, but there are other areas where I’m simply…lost.”

      “Like what?”

      “Like this. Being here tonight. With you.”

      Christoph took her hands in his. “Is it really so bad?”

      “It’s not bad at all. It…” Nikki felt the breath catch in her throat. She desperately wanted to fight it, but she couldn’t. She pulled her hands out from Christoph’s, turned away, and began coughing violently.

      Christoph’s voice was softer now. “The samples that I’ve given you, they haven’t helped?”

      “My scientists have been refining a serum made from your blood, but for now, it looks like it will be of limited use.”

      “That shouldn’t be the case. My blood is usually effective at curing any ailment…at curing anything.”

      Nikki turned back to Christoph and did her best to smile. “What can I say? I always have to be difficult.”

      The count took her hands once again and stared into her eyes. “If it came to it,” he said, “if there were no other way, what would you be willing to do to rid yourself of this disease?”

      Nikki wanted to answer, but she couldn’t. Her breath again caught in her throat, but this time, it was different. She could hear Christoph saying something to her, but it sounded strange, distant, like he was speaking to her from inside a tunnel. Perhaps they really were in a tunnel, because it was suddenly much darker than she remembered. The last thing Nikki saw, with the world fading to black all around her, was Christoph rushing in closer to catch her in his arms.

      

      ***

      Still carrying the knapsack under her arm, Rose followed Irene into the building. The only other figure in the room turned to face them. He wore a straw boater hat and a jacket with bright-red stripes.

      “Welcome,” said the man in red. Then, with a deafening clang, a series of metal bars dropped over the door through which the women had entered.

      “Oh no,” said Rose in a flat tone. “It’s a trap.”

      “Yes!” shouted the man in red, obviously unaccustomed to sarcasm. “You have fallen for my little ruse. You see, I am a servant of the great Scarabeus, but unlike my brethren, I…”

      “Joined a barbershop quartet?” asked Irene.

      “What?” said the man in red. “No!”

      “Then why are you dressed like that?” asked Rose.

      “I dress with flair to make myself stand out from my brothers and sisters,” said the man with dramatic flourishes of his arms. “For I have been blessed with the gift of…genius! My intellect is unparalleled. My cunning was great enough to dupe you both. After all, why should I risk my life trying to take back the orb stolen by the count, when I could simply have your mother steal the one hidden within that Mayan scepter!”

      “There’s an orb inside the scepter?” said Rose. “Good to know.”

      The man’s eyes widened. He lifted a finger into the air, then dropped it lifelessly back to his side. “I suppose I shouldn’t have mentioned that,” he said. “But it doesn’t matter because…”

      Irene raised her hand.

      “What?” shouted the man. “Why do you both keep interrupting me?”

      “Do you actually have the money I was promised?” asked Irene.

      “Are you not listening?” said the man in red. “No. This was all a trick.”

      “Wow,” said Rose to her mother. “Who could have guessed.”

      “I didn’t raise you to be so sarcastic,” said Irene.

      “You didn’t raise me at all,” Rose replied.

      A loud crash came from somewhere in the back of the building. The man in red ignored it and said, “If the two of you are done bickering, you will give me the scepter. Now!”

      “We don’t have it,” said Rose.

      “What?” asked the man.

      “What?” asked Irene, turning toward her daughter.

      “We don’t have the scepter,” said Rose. She turned over the knapsack, allowing a maid’s uniform and Irene’s shredded bag to fall out. Then she gave it a good shake, making clear to all parties that it was now quite empty.

      “You didn’t steal it?” asked the man.

      “I did steal it,” said Irene, a frown spreading across her face.

      “On our way from the city, I left it in the care of an old friend,” said Rose.

      “Wait,” said Irene, “you let Jay take it?”

      “Yes,” replied Rose. “Since I didn’t know what we’d be facing here, I thought that would be a good way of keeping it safe.”

      Irene looked at her daughter as though seeing her clearly for the first time. “Well done,” she said.

      “You will tell me who this Jay is at once!” shouted the man in red.

      “Or what?” asked Rose. “You’ll have three of your friends come out and harmonize with you?”

      “I am not in a barbershop quartet!” shouted the man. He took off his hat and jacket and began to transform. “What I will do is call on the team I have assembled from the deadliest members of my brethren.” Extra arms sprang from his sides and wings emerged from his back. “They will capture you. They will torture you. And then we will have the orb.” Now fully in bug form, he paused for effect and then shouted, “Get them!”

      Nothing happened.

      Rose smiled. She had been a planner from an early age. As such, she had long known that any plan was only as good as the expectations it had been based on.

      The bug-man formerly in red looked toward the back of the building and again shouted, “Get them! Now! …Now is when you should be getting them!” Finally, a door at the back of the room slowly swung open, and Seffy walked out.

      “I’m afraid your compatriots will be a bit…late,” she said.

      Then Clara walked out next to her. “Because I smooshed them with a big table.”

      “No. You don’t say that part,” said Seffy.

      “Why not?” asked Clara.

      “Because that’s not how you make an entrance,” said Seffy. “You just say something pithy that has a double meaning, and you let it hang there.”

      Clara shrugged.

      “I’m afraid that, when we arrived at your rather obvious trap,” said Rose, “we took some time to scout the area. We managed to find our friends in a small tunnel out back, and as luck would have it, it seems our friends are stronger than your friends.”

      The bug-man looked at Rose, then at Seffy and Clara, then back to Rose, before slowly raising all three pairs of his arms into the air. “I don’t suppose you’d accept an unconditional surrender?”

    
  
    
      
        Chapter 18

      
      “I have information that could prove useful to you,” said the bug-man, who had returned to human form. Securely bound by a length of chain, he sat in the back seat of the car carrying Clara and Seffy. Rose and Irene followed in their own car as they all made their way back to the count’s country home.

      “Oh yes,” said Seffy with a growl, “you’re going to tell us everything we want to know.” During their adventures, whenever the ladies captured a prisoner, Seffy’s imposing size and personality made her the natural choice to extract information from them. She discovered that three elements determined the eventual success or failure of any interrogation. The first was to establish…

      “Yeah. You’re going to tell us everything, Trevor,” said Clara, “because we’re both very strong and scary.” She looked over to Seffy for approval.

      “What are you doing?” whispered Seffy.

      “I’m intimidating him, so he tells us what we want to know,” said Clara. “Like we talked about.”

      “Why are you calling him Trevor?”

      “Do you not like that name?”

      “It has nothing to do with whether I like the name or not.”

      “Well, we need to call him something.”

      “No, we do not. You don’t have to name him. He’s not a pet. He’s a prisoner to be interrogated.” Seffy forced herself to take a breath. There was still time for her to establish…

      “I like the name Trevor,” said Trevor.

      “No one asked you!” Seffy shouted at Trevor.

      “Thank you, Trevor,” said Clara.

      “Oh my lord!” shouted Seffy. Then she took a breath. “How do we defeat Scarabeus?”

      “I don’t know that,” said Trevor. “He created me. That would be like if I asked you how to defeat God.”

      “Then how do we defeat you bug-men? What are your weaknesses?” asked Seffy.

      “There are many different kinds of us,” said Trevor. “Some of us are stronger. Some of us are smarter. Would it help to know that we are not men with bug-like abilities, but rather…”

      “Bugs that have been changed into human form,” said Seffy. “We know that.”

      “So, apparently everyone in this group likes to interrupt,” said Trevor. “We have a compulsive need to find the orb that’s been instinctively bred into us. Perhaps you could…”

      “Already been using that to our advantage,” said Seffy.

      “Then if you’re looking for other ways to fight us, I’m not sure,” said Trevor. “But I’ll certainly help you figure it out however I can.”

      “Yes,” replied Seffy. “Oh yes, you will. I already have plans for you.” Then she turned away and stared silently out the windshield.

      Clara leaned over and whispered, “That was very intimidating,” a bit too loudly. “You’re very good at this.”

      Seffy sighed and hung her head down.

      Once they reached Christoph’s house, Seffy and Clara led Trevor out of the car. Moments later, Irene and Rose pulled up several yards behind them. Rose exited the vehicle and walked toward her friends, then turned around when she realized her mother wasn’t following. She walked back to the driver’s side of the car.

      “What do you think is going on over there?” asked Clara.

      “I don’t know,” replied Seffy, “but I guarantee you it isn’t good.” Before she could finish, Irene’s car pulled away, leaving Rose standing alone in the drive. “Damn it,” said Seffy under her breath. “Is there somewhere secure that we can keep the bug overnight?” she asked Clara.

      “Sure,” said Clara. “I’ll just put him in one of the holding cells.”

      “I’m sorry,” said Seffy. “You have holding cells? In your country house?”

      “Yeah,” said Clara. “In the dungeon.”

      “Okay, we’re going to circle back to that later, but for right now, I need to go see if Rose is alright. Are you okay taking him in alone?”

      Clara nodded, lifted Trevor with one hand, and slung him over her shoulder. “I’ll manage,” she said.

      

      ***

      “Are you alright?” asked Christoph.

      “I’m still conscious, if that’s what you mean,” replied Nikki.

      Christoph glanced at her, slumped over to one side of the passenger seat, then returned his eyes to the road. Given the speed at which he was driving through the countryside, it wouldn’t take much to cause a crash. While he knew he could walk away from any accident unscathed, he believed that even the jolt of hitting a pothole might be enough to finish Nikki off. “Give me one good reason that I’m not driving you to a hospital right now,” he said.

      “Because I’ve been to hospitals, and they can’t help me,” replied Nikki. Her sentences came in small fragments between shallow breaths. “Because Seffy is the best chance I have at surviving the night, and she’s at your manor. Because if I am going to die, I want it to be with people I care about and not alone in some white room. Because…”

      “Okay,” said Christoph. “I only asked for one reason.” A short, gurgling laugh came from Nikki’s direction, then Christoph continued, “We’re not even sure that your friends are at the manor.”

      “I thought you called before we left?”

      “I did, but the connection was poor, and then gave out altogether. We’ve had trouble with the phone line in the past.”

      “Then we’ll just have to hope for the best.”

      Christoph nodded, but he couldn’t shake the feeling that something was deeply wrong at his country home.

      

      ***

      “What’s wrong?” asked Seffy, although she already knew the answer. In Seffy’s limited experience, Rose came away from any interaction with her mother emotionally brittle. She was more likely to snap, more likely to sigh, more likely to break down sobbing. Seffy prepared herself for all these possibilities before she even asked her question.

      “Nothing I shouldn’t have expected,” Rose replied. “My mother is on her way back to London, then on to the continent.”

      “She’s just going to leave in the middle of the night?”

      “That’s her preferred method of departing. She seems to think it makes things less messy.”

      Seffy stood silently next to her friend for several minutes. A good bedside manner didn’t come easily to her, but she knew that one of its fundamental components, patience, was the very thing Rose needed from her right now. Seffy had to wait for Rose to open up when she was ready.

      “Apparently,” said Seffy, “Clara’s father was Victor Frankenstein.”

      “So, when you say ‘father,’ you mean…”

      “He reanimated her from death more than a century ago. The process seems to have left her with incredible strength and resilience. She also recently tried to fly a hot-air balloon over an active volcano, so…we’ve all got our strengths and weaknesses.”

      “Why would she possibly think that was a good idea?”

      “Likely because she’s received absolutely no formal education.”

      “Of course,” said Rose. “What better way to maintain control over someone so powerful.” Then she gazed at the road leading away from the count’s estate, and silence descended over them once more.

      “They have a lovely garden,” said Seffy. “Why don’t we go for a walk?”

      When they reached their destination, Seffy froze in place.

      “What’s wrong?” asked Rose.

      “This section of the garden was demolished when we fought the bug-creatures,” said Seffy. “That was just a few hours ago, and now it’s been completely restored. Hedges with holes in them have regrown. Trees that were uprooted are back in the ground. Clara tore an arm off that statue there, and now it’s back in one piece. It’s like some kind of magic.”

      “Or someone wanted it to appear that way,” said Rose, running a hand over the statue. “What happened exactly?”

      “I asked Clara if we needed to clean up, and she said they had people for that. They stayed off in the distance, but they all wore black robes and plague-doctor masks.”

      “The kind with the bird beaks?”

      “Yes.”

      “Well, that’s disturbing.”

      “That’s what I said.”

      Rose looked around at the garden. “I guess we might have another mystery to solve once this is all over.” She sat down on the now-restored bench Clara had used as a projectile weapon earlier that day. Seffy knew enough to simply stand and wait until Rose was ready to continue.

      “Earlier tonight,” said Rose, “my mother asked me about Hina, and I told her she died. I didn’t mean to say it. I didn’t want to say it. It just came out.”

      A good bedside manner also required empathy. Luckily, in this case, Seffy knew exactly how Rose was feeling. “Rosie,” she said, “what happened to Hina wasn’t your fault.”

      “How can you say that?”

      “Because it’s the truth.”

      “But if I had prepared better, if I had come up with a better plan…”

      “You couldn’t have planned for what happened. It was a monster. It was an unimaginable beast that appeared out of a portal. It literally came out of nowhere. It wasn’t your fault.”

      “You blamed me,” said Rose. “You know you did.”

      “I didn’t,” replied Seffy. “I blamed myself. Yes, I’m angry at you. I’ve been angry at you for a long time, but that’s not why.”

      “Then why?”

      “Because you disappeared!” The words came exploding out with far more force than she had intended, likely because she had pushed them down for so long. Still, Seffy reminded herself that a good bedside manner was gentle, and she did her best to modulate her tone as she continued, “When Hina died, it was like you died too. You are the smartest, strongest, most capable person I know, and you just hid away from the world! If you didn’t want to travel the globe anymore, that’s fine. If you didn’t want to solve crimes anymore, who cares? So go out there and help women win the vote. Go out there and do something! Instead, you lived in that library for over a year.”

      “I had to!”

      “Why?”

      “Because I had to find a way to get her back! I had to make things go back to how they were!” Suddenly, Rose’s emotions came crashing to the surface, and a damp stream of tears came winding down each cheek. “You know what it was like for me growing up. But then I met you and Hina and Nikki, even Sheridan and Elizabeth, and everything changed. We crossed the globe. We saved lives. And suddenly I had a family. I had everything I ever wanted, and I didn’t even realize it until it was gone.

      “When Hina died, everything changed. It was like she was the glue holding us together. Before I knew it, Elizabeth and Sheridan were heading back to England. Nikki was off to New York. Then you left me, and I was all alone. But if I could just find Hina, if I could just get her back, then maybe I could get it all back. Maybe I could have a family again.”

      Despite her size, Seffy was remarkably agile, and she swiftly engulfed Rose in her arms. “I’m so sorry,” said Seffy. “I hope you know I love you very much, even when I’m mad at you, and that’s why I have to tell you…that’s a pile of bullshit.”

      “Wow,” said Rose. “You’re really bad at consoling people.”

      Which brought Seffy to the last tenet of a good bedside manner. “Sometimes honesty is more important,” she said, hugging Rose a bit tighter, “and you’re smart enough to know that you can’t turn back time. You can only move forward. But if you want us to have adventures, we can have new ones. If you want us to have a family again, we can make a new one.”

      “I’m not sure I know how.”

      “Of course you do. You fight for it. Because Hina wasn’t the glue that held us together. You were. And there was no one who would fight more fiercely for her family than the Rose Moriarty I used to know. I would never have found her running away because a bug-man snuck up on her in a library.”

      Although Seffy was less adept than Rose at reading body language, she could tell from the look on Rose’s face that she had said something wrong. Rose opened her mouth as if to speak, then closed it again. Seffy chided herself for doing something stupid and for not even understanding what it was she had done.

      After a moment, Seffy continued, “I would have found the old Rose standing over a bug-shaped stain on the ground. And she would never have used Hina’s death as an excuse to disappear. You just have to give yourself permission to be that Rose again, because if by some miracle Hina is still out there, you’ll never find her by hiding away. But maybe we could go out into the world and find her together.”

      “Thank you,” said Rose.

      “I’m your best friend,” said Seffy. “It’s my job.” She released Rose from her embrace, but still left one arm around her shoulders. “But if I’m going to expect you to be brave enough to let other people in, then I suppose I need to do the same.”

      Seffy took a deep breath. She loathed talking about her feelings, but they had been bubbling so close to the surface for the last twenty-four hours she knew she was going to have to let something out. It might as well be this. “I’m afraid we’re going to lose Nikki. Even the best of the serums developed on the ship were problematic, and it’s not like there’s even a good way to test them short of pumping her full of vampire blood twice a day. So I’ve basically been lying awake at night, terrified I’ll have to watch someone else I care about die. I guess what I’m saying is, if you could let me in on whatever plan you have to save her, it would help me out a lot.”

      “Okay,” said Rose, “but you can’t try and talk me out of it.”

      

      ***

      Once they were inside, Clara lowered Trevor from her shoulder. The sound of his shoes hitting the hardwood floor echoed through the cavernous foyer. “I could be of use to your employer,” said Trevor. “After all, I was the one who deduced that the second orb was hidden inside the scepter.”

      “That’s not for me to decide,” said Clara, leading Trevor forward. “But feel free to mention it to the count when he arrives.”

      “This is a lovely house,” he said, looking up the wide staircase which led to the second-floor balcony.

      “Thank you.”

      “It’s a little quiet though. Where’s the household staff?”

      Clara looked around and tilted her head to one side. “Mostly sleeping, I would think, but someone should still be up. This is strange.” The lights suddenly went out, plunging them into near-total darkness. “So’s that.”

      “Perhaps my brethren are here to rescue me,” said Trevor. Then his gaze shifted to a corner of the foyer’s vaulted ceiling. “Or perhaps they’re here to kill me.”

      Clara’s eyes were only beginning to adjust to the darkness. “What are you looking at?”

      “I’m sorry,” said Trevor, never taking his eyes away from the ceiling, “but you have to understand, as intelligent as I may be, I’m still strongly influenced by instinct. So, at the risk of seeming rude…” He dashed out of the foyer as quickly as he could.

      “Trevor, come back!” shouted Clara, then chased after him. “You’re being a very bad bug-man right now. Bad bug-man!” Although she knew the house well enough to navigate it in the dark, Clara stopped at a closet and pulled out a flashlight. She thought that might make it a bit easier to spot Trevor, who had undoubtedly disappeared into one of the many convenient hiding places the house had to offer.

      Clara heard a series of bumps and thumps coming from the direction of the kitchen and made her way there. She ran the beam of her flashlight across the room, revealing a stack of dirty dishes on the counter, a pile of half-washed dishes in the sink, and one plate that had been smashed to pieces on the ground. She knew the staff would never have left the room in such a state. Not if they could help it.

      On the table, a dozen places were set, each decorated with the half-eaten remnants of dessert. Next to these, Clara found a simple birthday cake with a large knife sticking halfway out of it. “Perfect,” said Clara, grabbing its handle.

      A few moments later, Clara was making her way deeper into the manor with her flashlight in one hand, and a massive slice of cake in the other. “Trevor, I’m very upset with you right now,” she shouted, her mouth half-full. “Admittedly, things have worked out pretty well so far, but I don’t think you could’ve known I’d find a cake when you ran off, so that’s no excuse!”

      Clara turned a corner and tripped over something that wasn’t there. Her flashlight came flying from her hand, landing inches away from the wall. Its muted light cast distended shadows across the hallway. Meanwhile, Clara found herself floating in midair. She swung her limbs around to try to get free, but the harder she tried, the less she was able to move. With nothing to grab on to, she was trapped, helpless. She could feel something moving down from the ceiling toward her, but she found herself unable to even scream. Hey, she thought. Maybe I should’ve taken that knife instead.

      

      ***

      “Of course I’m going to try and talk you out of that!” shouted Seffy. She got to her feet and stomped back and forth as she continued, “I mean, do you understand the risks involved in…? Of course I’m going to try and talk you out of it!”

      Rose pressed her hands together like she was praying and leaned her mouth forward against them. This was exactly what she didn’t want, especially after an evening dealing with her mother.

      Seffy turned toward Rose and stared at her for a moment. “Then we’ll argue about it,” she said, her tone softening, “and then you’ll probably convince me that you’re right. But it’s been a long day, and we’re both exhausted. There are a few hours until morning, so I’m going inside to get some sleep.”

      Rose smiled. After all these years, Seffy could still surprise her. “I’ll be in soon,” she said.

      “Thank you for talking,” said Seffy.

      “You too.” A few moments after Seffy walked away from the bench, Rose looked up at the night sky and thought of her father. She remembered the evening that he taught her all the constellations, pointing from one to the next, rattling off their names as if trying to test the limits of her recall. Then she remembered the day that Holmes tracked them down.

      Rationally, Rose understood that her father went on the run to protect her. Holmes was only interested in him, and if Rose was far away from him, she would be safe. But sometimes, like tonight, Rose didn’t want to be safe. She just wanted her father back.

      The weather cleared, and the stars gradually began to make an appearance. Rose looked from one constellation to the next, hearing her father’s voice name each one. She lost track of time. Perhaps minutes had passed, perhaps an hour. Finally, she stood up and headed toward the manor house.

      The moment she walked through the doors, she knew something was wrong. It was dark. Unnaturally dark. The only light came from a fireplace in a room off the entrance foyer. Rose entered that room and was struck by its architecture. It featured a massive, domed ceiling crisscrossed by several exposed wooden beams. She marveled at the feat of engineering it took to keep such a ceiling aloft, but only for a moment, because her attention was quickly drawn to the figure sitting in front of the fireplace.

      It appeared to be an elderly woman, hunched over her knitting. The woman slowly turned her head toward Rose. “Let’s talk,” she said. Then she smiled, revealing a row of razor-sharp teeth.

    
  
    
      
        Chapter 19

      
      “What would you care to discuss?” asked Rose, sitting on the edge of a couch opposite the old woman. The young detective took out her folding fan and gently waved it back and forth.

      “I suspect you can guess,” she replied.

      “Did you want to swap recipes?”

      “No need,” said the old woman, again flashing her razor smile, “I prefer my food still moving.” Rose stared at her for a few moments. “You’re wondering what I am,” continued the woman.

      “Clearly another servant of the Scarab,” replied Rose, “but a new variety.” She pointed down at the old woman’s knitting. “Your hobby would lead me to believe…some kind of spider.”

      “So astute,” said the woman. “You can call me the widow. I possess a quality which his other creations lack, even that chatty little idiot you took prisoner. I’m patient. I watched your friends dispatch an army of minions outside this building earlier today. They were both very impressive, but I knew I could turn their strength against them. Because I watch, and wait, and plan. Because I’m patient.”

      “Where are my friends now?” asked Rose, suddenly breathing faster.

      “They’re safe. Tucked away in the lovely little nest I made in the basement. Whether they continue to stay safe is entirely up to you.”

      Rose tried to steady herself, but she could feel her heart beginning to pound in her chest. “You want the orb?”

      “I do, but I’m wise enough to know the count would never let it out of his sight. I’ll settle for this scepter I heard them speak of.” Rose opened her mouth to reply, but the old woman held a finger in the air and continued, “Stop. Before you make your witty little rejoinder, stop and think about this. You give me the scepter. I go. Your friends stay alive. The count still has his orb. Everyone wins. No one gets eaten. Does that really sound so bad?”

      Rose looked into the woman’s eyes. They were cold. Dead. “And if I refuse?”

      “You won’t.”

      “Humor me.”

      The old woman smiled. Eight legs silently crept out from behind her. They pressed down to the floor, lifting her up into the air. With the sound of stitches being torn, a spider’s body ripped its way out of her back.

      Like a carcass on a slaughterhouse hook, the remains of the widow’s human form hung limply beneath her head. “Then I begin killing your friends,” said the monster, her smile growing wider and deadlier. “One by one. In front of you. Until you tell me what I want to know. I end up with the scepter either way.”

      Rose stared silently at the widow. The room around them seemed to darken as the creature grew larger. Suddenly, one of the spider’s legs slashed down at Rose. She leapt to one side, and the limb slammed through the back of the couch, tearing a gaping hole into the wall behind it. Rose rolled to the floor, and the widow spat out a blob of webbing that pinned the young detective’s arm to the floor.

      Rose found herself back in that church once again. In the rectory where the monster first appeared. One of its tentacles darted out, wrapped around her arm, and knocked her to the ground. The creature began pulling her forward. Rose hacked at its limb with her saber, but she couldn’t break the skin. The tentacle whipped up and down just once, but the force sent Rose’s weapon flying from her hand. She was trapped. Helpless.

      Somehow Rose forced her consciousness back to the manor. A sharp pain tore through her stomach. At first, she was afraid the monster’s previous attack had struck home. Then she realized it was the same pain she felt when facing the behemoth and centipede on the deck of the ocean liner. Her heart hammered in her chest, and she struggled to catch her breath, but she knew she had to stay focused. She looked down at her arm and, with a flick of her wrist, released the blades hidden in her fan. She slashed at the webs.

      The spider moved in closer, opening its mouth to reveal more razor-blade teeth. The pounding of Rose’s pulse was now drowned out by the dull whine echoing through her head. She hacked away frantically at her bindings and finally managed to pull her arm free.

      Rose sprung to her feet just in time for the widow to use another leg to smack the fan out of her hand. It landed on the other side of the room. Rose took the deepest breath she could manage and scanned her surroundings. She looked at the widow, then at the gaping hole she had left in the wall behind the couch. The young detective slowly moved toward the side of the room where her fan had landed.

      “Just a little demonstration,” said the creature, moving to cut her off. “But, while you ponder what should be a very easy decision, I have a question for you. Why do they respect you so?” Another leg lashed out. This time Rose barely ducked beneath it, and the limb slammed into a wooden pillar next to her, sending a spray of splinters into her hair. Rose spun around and ran. The creature cut her off again.

      “One of your friends can turn into beasts,” said the widow. “Another can snap the arm off a marble statue like a twig. Why would they listen to you?” Rose tried her best to move away from the spider, until her back was pressed up against another wall. Despite the pain tearing at her gut, despite the shrieking in her head, she tried to focus on keeping the air moving in and out of her lungs. She couldn’t afford this right now. She had to stay conscious!

      “Look at you,” continued the widow, her words coming in sharp bursts like verbal punches. “Weak little mammal. Crying to her friend in the garden. Poor little creature lost her family. About to lose it again. About to cry again.”

      A spider leg drove in from either side, tearing through the wall like it was paper. Rose threw herself down and crawled along the floor. The widow followed just a few feet behind her. Rose turned to face her but kept moving backward on all fours. She pressed herself against the base of another pillar, and tears began running down her face.

      Rose threw a hand up and shouted, “Wait! Please wait!”

      “So, you’ve reached a decision?”

      Rose nodded and got to her feet, holding on to the pillar. Then, with all her might, she slammed her body into the column. When the widow heard the creaking sound above her, it was already too late. One of the great beams from the ceiling came crashing down onto her, pinning her body to the floor.

      “Why do they listen to me?” Rose asked. “Well, I’m a decent actress.” She wiped the tears from her eyes. “I have an above average understanding of structural engineering.” She pointed to the walls and the pillar that the widow had smashed, before continuing, “Load-bearing.” Then she walked to another pillar and shoved it until a great, deep groan echoed through the room. “I’m also exceptionally good at getting condescending spider-women to punch exactly where I want them to.

      “But more than anything else,” said Rose, walking toward the doorway, “it’s because I’ll always protect the people I love.” She put both hands up to the doorpost and gave it a good shove. “You shouldn’t have threatened my friends.” With that, Rose calmly walked out into the hallway as the entire room collapsed in on itself.

      

      ***

      Rose made her way across the basement. Even with the electricity restored, it remained dimly lit. After all, the cellar of a fine English manor was a cellar nonetheless. Still, Rose could see well enough to aim for the largest cocoon. She cut away at the sides of the silky casing until one, then another, arm was free. The moment the first arm was mobile enough to reach the top of the cocoon, it began pulling webbing away until Seffy’s face appeared. At the sight of her friend, some of the tension dissipated from Rose’s shoulders. She bent down to cut the rest of the cocoon open, then jerked upright as Seffy began to cough and spit.

      “Are you okay?” asked Rose.

      “Yeah,” said Seffy. “Just got some webs in my mouth.”

      “That’s the worst,” said Rose.

      “Where’s Clara?”

      Rose pointed to the far corner of the basement, where Clara was freeing the household staff from their cocoons. “I figured you’d want me to get her first.”

      “And the monster?” asked Seffy.

      “Bug-shaped stain on the ground,” replied Rose.

      Seffy chuckled, then began spitting again. “Stupid webs.”

      A few minutes later, they had returned to the entry foyer. Rose had an arm around Seffy’s waist. Seffy had an arm around Rose’s back.

      “Come on,” said Seffy. “We’re almost there.”

      “Wait,” replied Rose, “do you think you’re helping me? I’m helping you.”

      “Oh,” replied Seffy. “This is awkward.”

      Both young women released their grip on the other, then stood at the foot of the staircase to the manor’s second floor. They looked up…and up.

      “That’s a lot of stairs,” said Seffy.

      “Yeah,” replied Rose.

      “It’s been a really long day.”

      “Yeah.”

      “Maybe I’ll just go sleep in that sitting room over there. Oh, wait, someone imploded it,” said Seffy with a snicker. “Have fun explaining to the count why part of his house just collapsed.”

      “I thought I’d tell him you did it.”

      “I’m actually fine with that,” said Seffy. Then she turned her head toward the front door. “A car’s coming.”

      The covered black automobile was almost indistinguishable from the night itself, but as it pulled up to the manor, both Seffy and Rose were there to meet it. “We can explain about your house,” said Rose as soon as the door began to open. Although she ended up stopping midsentence once she realized it was Jay. Rose groaned quietly to herself. The last thing she wanted was another fight today.

      “Let’s talk,” he said, stepping out of the car. Then he looked from Rose to the collapsed section of the house. “What on earth happened here?”

      “It’s…a long story,” she replied. In the time since their last encounter, Jay had not only switched cars, but outfits as well. Rose couldn’t deny he looked very dapper in his black three-piece suit. His hair was perfect, as though he had just gone to the barber. By comparison, Rose imagined the state she was in after her battle and awkwardly tried to smooth out her dress.

      “Are you okay?” asked Jay. He approached Rose and moved to brush something out of her hair. His hand lingered there, and Rose felt a strange tingle at his touch. He looked deep into her eyes and said, “I think my hand is stuck.”

      “What?” replied Rose. “What’s it stuck on?”

      “I’m not sure. Some kind of spider web?”

      “Well, pull it off.”

      “I don’t want to pull out your hair.”

      “You’re not going to… Ow… You just need to… Ow!” Rose reached up, grabbed Jay’s hand, and somehow managed to detach it from her head. All the while, she tried her best to ignore the snickering coming from her best friend. “What did you want to talk about?” she asked.

      Jay leaned into the car and pulled out the Mayan scepter. “This,” he said, then walked over toward one side of the manor. Rose turned to Seffy, who was still snickering, and shooed her away. Seffy headed back to the front door as Rose followed Jay.

      Rose’s heart began to beat a bit faster…but only because she was happy Jay still had the scepter with him. Probably.

      “Wait,” said Rose. “How did you know I was here?”

      “Although I’ve maintained my connections in the Metropolitan Police,” replied Jay, “I now work for a new arm of the British government. And if there’s one thing we excel at, it’s assembling dossiers on suspicious men like your companion at the warehouse. Sir William Gerard, was it?”

      Rose simply nodded. The fact that Jay posed the name as a question left her wary. She reminded herself that, even if he suspected this identity was an alias, it didn’t mean he had any idea of who the count truly was.

      “So, when I saw you hadn’t returned to Sir William’s townhouse,” continued Jay, “his country home seemed the next most likely destination. Although, while we’re on the subject of his holdings, I couldn’t help but notice Sir William’s finances had been orchestrated into an absolute maze. In my experience, no one does that unless they’re trying to hide something.”

      “I’m sure he has his reasons,” said Rose. The last thing she needed right now was to have Jay uncovering any of the count’s secrets. Better to keep him distracted. “But I’d wager what you really want to talk to me about is that.” She pointed to the scepter.

      “Yes,” he replied, holding up the artifact. “I need you to explain exactly how having this thing could help you save Nikki’s life.”

      “Alright,” replied Rose. She took a deep breath, trying to figure out the words which would allow her to be as honest as possible while keeping things in terms that would make sense to Jay. “The scepter is a clue, potentially leading to a powerful weapon. We’re trying to find this weapon to stop it from falling into the wrong hands. Nikki is very sick, and the man who hired me to solve this mystery…well, I need his help to cure her. So while it might not be the most direct connection, I assure you…”

      Jay put up one hand, indicating that Rose should stop, and with the other he handed her the scepter. “One of the museum curators is a friend of Mr. Holmes. I spoke to him, letting him know I’d recovered the scepter, but that I wouldn’t be able to return it yet. However, I gave him my personal guarantee the artifact would make it back to the museum as soon as possible.”

      Maybe it was just from spending time with her mother, but Rose could feel emotion welling up in her throat. She took the scepter from Jay, looked into his eyes, and did her best to force out the words “thank you” without her voice breaking.

      “Don’t thank me yet,” Jay replied. “I take my promises seriously, which means I’m going to make sure you keep that thing safe. So wherever this new adventure takes you, you’re going to be stuck with me until it’s done.” With that, Jay walked past Rose toward the front door.

      “Jay!” she said, louder than she had intended. He stopped and turned back to her. “Why are you doing this?”

      “Because…” he replied, “even after everything…I still trust you.”

      Before she knew what she was doing, Rose flung her arms around him. She nestled her face near his neck and breathed in the scent of his cologne. Suddenly, she was back on the tower bridge. But this time, instead of keeping her feet on the ground, she was sitting next to him in that alcove, and they looked out at the night sky together.

      Rose squeezed Jay just a bit more tightly. Then she remembered Seffy was still by the doorway, watching. She released her grip and stepped back from Jay. “That’s…very much appreciated,” she said awkwardly.

      Jay dropped his arms just as quickly and replied, “Just…just trying to look out for the greater good.” Rose could see a flush in Jay’s cheeks as he bowed toward her, spun around, and walked squarely into the side of the manor.

      “Door’s over here!” shouted Seffy. Jay stumbled toward Seffy’s voice.

      “Are you alright?” asked Rose, following him.

      “I’m okay,” he said, waving her off. “I’m good.” Jay made his way up to the manor door. “Hello, Seffy,” he said with a nod as he quickly passed into the building.

      “Jay,” Seffy replied with a nod and a smile. She made her way back out to Rose. “He was bright red,” she said.

      “He just walked into a wall. Give him a break.”

      “Oh yeah,” said Seffy. “That’s what did it.” Rose was about to follow Jay in when Seffy continued, “It seems like you’re getting along better.”

      Rose sighed. The last thing she wanted was to have one more conversation about her feelings. “Jay is very loyal.”

      Seffy looked at her and smiled.

      “He’s…he’s good-natured,” Rose continued.

      “You sound like you’re describing a golden retriever.”

      “I like golden retrievers.”

      “Everyone likes golden retrievers,” said Seffy. “That’s not my point. Are you honestly going to pretend that you don’t see…?”

      The rumble of another approaching car caught their attention, and Rose was thankful for the interruption. This time, she waited to make sure it was really Christoph who was going to emerge from the driver’s seat before saying, “We can explain about your house.”

      Christoph’s only response was to walk to the passenger door, open it, and reach in. He turned back to the women with Nikki hanging limp in his arms. She opened her pale lips to say, “Did you have a party here without me?” then promptly fell unconscious.

    
  
    
      
        Chapter 20

      
      Seffy walked into the small office Rose had adapted into a makeshift workspace. “Did you get any sleep?” she asked, but as soon as she saw her friend, Seffy immediately knew the answer. Rose was staring absently at a copy of the morning newspaper lying on her desk. The headline read, “Opera Diva Kidnapped.”

      “No,” replied Rose. “That wasn’t going to happen, so I’ve just been trying to keep myself busy.” She locked eyes with Seffy before continuing, “How is she?”

      “Dying.”

      Rose closed her eyes and rubbed a hand along her temple, then Seffy continued, “I hope your night went better than mine.”

      “The good news,” said Rose, pointing to a diagram pinned to the wall behind her, “is I was able to construct this model of the Mayan orb from the rubbings of the scepter case.”

      “Why not just break the second orb out of the scepter?” asked Seffy.

      “Other than the fact we’d be destroying a priceless antiquity for no reason, I promised Jay I’d keep it safe. Which makes me more than a bit concerned that the count has disappeared and taken the scepter with him.”

      “I think he was struggling with seeing Nikki like this,” said Seffy. “If that diagram is the good news, what’s the bad?”

      “That the Mayan orb is identical to the count’s,” replied Rose, pointing to a photograph of the first orb pinned next to the diagram. “They appear to be perfect copies of one another, every groove in exactly the same place.”

      “So you’re saying this entire mission has gained us exactly zero new pieces of information?”

      “So it would seem.”

      “Fantastic!” grunted Seffy. She could feel the rage that so often simmered within her bubbling to the surface. She didn’t quite know why it was happening, just that there was no reason to expose Rose to it. Better to just get away. So she turned and headed for the door.

      Halfway through the doorway, Seffy stopped. Sometimes honesty is more important. “A few hours ago, I took the most potent serum made from the count’s blood and administered it to Nikki.”

      At first, there was only silence. Then Rose’s voice gently emerged behind her. “Why didn’t you talk to me first?”

      Seffy spun back around. “I shouldn’t have to!” she said, louder than she had intended. Any chance to escape before her temper boiled over was gone. Her eyes burned with the intensity of her panther form, and Seffy could feel her body tense as though she were getting ready to pounce.

      She ordered herself to stop. Whatever she was feeling, none of it was Rose’s fault. Seffy hated fighting with her. She hated even raising her voice to her. It made her feel like…like someone she never wanted to be. In that moment, she suddenly understood the source of her rage. Then she did the only thing she knew how to do. She forced it all down.

      “If I had told you first,” said Seffy, her voice barely above a whisper, “and it didn’t work, you’d blame yourself. But if I just went ahead on my own and failed…there’d be no one to blame but me.”

      Seffy watched as a hint of sadness joined the exhaustion in Rose’s eyes. “I get it,” said Rose. “I do. But you didn’t need to carry that alone.”

      “I’m sorry I got so angry,” said Seffy.

      “It’s okay,” said Rose. A knowing look spread across her face before she continued, “I don’t do well with feeling powerless either.”

      As well as Rose could usually read her, Seffy knew this time she was wrong. Yes, she felt powerless, but that alone wasn’t the source of her anger. When Seffy injected Nikki with the count’s blood, it brought back memories from her childhood. Memories of strange serums and friends long gone. Her rage had come riding in on the back of that remembrance.

      “How did you even get that serum?” Rose asked, and Seffy was grateful for the distraction.

      “From the ship,” she replied, “before we disembarked.”

      “Because they gave it to you…or because you took it?”

      “It may have…fallen into my luggage.”

      “I guess I’m a bad influence, huh?” asked Rose.

      “Sometimes,” replied Seffy with a shrug, “but not today.”

      Rose looked lost in memories of her own, then a smile grew across her face. “You know, I can still hear Hina’s voice talking to me.”

      “What does she say?”

      “That everything happens for a reason.”

      “I still hear her too,” said a voice from the doorway. Seffy and Rose turned to see Nikki at the door, looking remarkably alive. Clara hovered next to her, keeping an arm around her waist. “I almost didn’t mail you the letters about my illness. For some reason, standing in front of the mailbox, I just froze. Then I heard Hina’s voice, incessantly nagging me to let you in, until I pushed the envelopes through the slot. Looks like she was right…this one time.”

      Over the past two days, Seffy had barely slept. She had battled against giant spiders, gangs of flying monsters, and, occasionally, her best friend. She had been wrapped in a cocoon and tossed into a cellar. But she had no idea how much weight she had been carrying until that moment, when it suddenly lifted. Seffy had hoped the serum would be of some help to Nikki. She never dared to imagine this.

      Nikki gently pushed away Clara’s arm and walked into the room, saying, “I’m okay. I feel incredible actually. So what have you managed to figure out about our mystery?”

      Clara followed her in and stared at the rubbings, pictures, and diagrams Rose had pinned to the wall.

      “Very little,” replied Rose. “We managed to find another orb, but it turns out to be identical to the first.”

      “No, it isn’t,” said Clara.

      “What?” asked Seffy.

      “It’s not identical. All the little lines are the same, but the imperfection is in a different spot.” Clara pointed to one of the rubbings from the scepter case, and the other women could see she was right. The tiny notch Nikki had noticed when she first inspected the orb was indeed in a different location. “And it’s strange that the rubbing is different,” continued Clara, “because the actual orbs have their imperfections in the same place.”

      “How do you know that?” asked Rose.

      Clara reached into a satchel at her hip and pulled out both orbs.

      “One of those is from inside the scepter?” asked Seffy.

      “Yes,” replied Clara.

      “I thought we agreed to leave the scepter intact,” said Rose.

      “Yes,” said Clara, “but the count crushed it with his bare hands as soon as you left the room.”

      “Charming,” said Seffy. Her opinion of Christoph had changed little since their first meeting. She couldn’t wait to be rid of him.

      Rose pinched the bridge of her nose. “Does Jay know the count destroyed the scepter?”

      “No,” replied Clara. “I don’t think so.”

      “Because I promised to keep it safe,” said Rose.

      “If it helps,” said Clara, “I swept up all the pieces and put them in a little sack. Maybe you can give that to Jay?”

      “Okay,” said Rose, holding up her hands to grab the room’s attention. “I want to be very clear about this. We cannot let Jay discover the scepter was destroyed. I will tell him later, when the time is right.” If Jay found out the scepter was gone, he’d have no reason to stay…and Rose needed him to stay. She told herself this was because she had a plan to use Jay’s presence to keep Alan safely hidden away. She told herself this so convincingly that she almost even believed it.

      “Got it,” said Clara, nodding her head vigorously. “Anyway, the count gave me both orbs to guard and said not to take my eyes off them, so I spent the last few hours staring directly at them.”

      “I don’t think he meant it literally,” said Seffy.

      “Probably not,” said Clara, “but I do like staring at things. Anyway, they’re both identical, even the little nick on them. It’s only different in the rubbing.”

      “But, if the nick is in the same place on both orbs,” said Rose, “then it’s not an imperfection. What if it’s actually a target?”

      “The rubbing came from the scepter box,” said Nikki, “which was decorated with an imprint of the orb as it looked hundreds of years ago. Does that mean this little spot has somehow moved over time?”

      “Or maybe the lines did,” said Rose. She walked over to the drawing of the orb and extended the lines until they formed a series of concentric circles. “Does this look familiar?”

      Nikki walked next to her and replied, “You’re saying the etchings on the orbs represent…”

      “The Earth’s electromagnetic field,” continued Rose, “which gives us the location of…”

      “Magnetic north,” said Nikki. “Assuming the orb is a representation of the globe, and the nick is our target…”

      “We can use magnetic north as a reference to figure out the coordinates of that location!” shouted Rose.

      Clara’s eyes bounced back and forth between Rose and Nikki, until Seffy put a hand on her shoulder and gently squeezed. “What’s going on right now?” Clara asked.

      “Those two are doing their thing,” said Seffy. “The best we can do is just keep out of their way.” Seffy and Clara walked to a pair of chairs on the opposite side of the room. As soon as she sat down, Seffy’s eyes began to drift shut. Maybe it was her relief at seeing Nikki up and about or just her exhaustion catching up to her, but she finally felt like she could let go for a moment. Until she jolted back into consciousness at the sound of Clara’s voice.

      “What are they talking about?” asked Clara.

      “As I understand it,” said Seffy, “they’re saying the orb is really a globe, and they’re going to use it like a map to figure out where we need to go.” Seffy realized it was easier to follow her friends’ mental gymnastics while half-asleep.

      Rose’s voice sailed across the room. “We can use the coordinates of the northern magnetic pole recorded by James Clark Ross in 1831, and…”

      “The coordinates recorded by Roald Amundsen in 1903 to construct a mathematical model…” continued Nikki.

      “To determine the current coordinates of the pole,” said Rose, “and from there…”

      Seffy leaned in toward Clara. “Because the etchings on the orb represent the Earth’s magnetic field, which changes over time, whoever made the orb somehow gave those etchings the ability to shift in relation to the constant location represented by the notch. Which is absolutely incredible.” For a moment, Seffy began to imagine the potential medical uses for such living metal. In the field of prosthetics alone, it could revolutionize…

      “I’m bored,” said Clara.

      “Seriously?” said Seffy. “You can stare at inanimate objects for hours, but one of the greatest scientific discoveries of all time has you bored?”

      “I am a bit of a mystery,” said Clara.

      “Anyway,” said Seffy, “it sounds like they’re going to figure out the current location of the magnetic north pole, and then use that as a reference point to…”

      “Now you sound like them,” said Clara.

      “Basically, the orb is a puzzle that’s been lying around for hundreds of years, waiting for humanity to become intellectually advanced enough to solve it. Now Rose and Nikki are going to use science to figure out where we’re supposed to go.”

      Clara watched Nikki and Rose work for several minutes before turning back to Seffy. “I just feel sort of useless,” she said.

      “It doesn’t have to be that way.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “You could pursue an education.”

      “I was told that wasn’t my role.”

      “First off,” said Seffy, “your role is up to you and no one else. Besides that, you have to realize things have changed a lot since you were born. It’s the twentieth century. Women attend college. They have careers. Six years ago, a woman won the Nobel Prize for physics.”

      “I don’t know what that is.”

      “It’s an extremely prestigious award for scientific achievement. Nikki has actually worked with the woman who won it. Her name is Marie Curie, and she’s remarkable. I’m sure Nikki would be happy to teach you about her. We’d all be happy to teach you.”

      “I don’t even know what there is to learn,” said Clara, looking down.

      “So many things. Mathematics, science, medicine…” Seffy reached out and put a hand on Clara’s, before softly saying, “Reading.”

      Clara looked back up and replied, “I think I’d like that.”

      Seffy smiled and then settled back into her chair. She took a deep breath and said, “Education changed my life. When I was younger…”

      Seffy wasn’t sure why she stopped talking. From somewhere far away, she heard Clara say, “You can tell me about it when you wake up.” Then the darkness folded in around her. The next thing she knew, someone was calling her name. She opened her eyes to see Rose waving frantically at her.

      “We’ve got it,” said Rose.

      Seffy looked over to Clara. “How long was I asleep?” she asked.

      “I don’t know,” said Clara. “Two or three…”

      “Six hours and twenty-seven minutes,” said Rose.

      “You figured out the location?” asked Seffy, slowly making her way to her feet.

      “We now know how far away our target is from the magnetic north pole,” replied Rose, “but unless we want to circumnavigate the globe looking for anything out of the ordinary, we’re going to need another point in order to triangulate its exact location.”

      “That’s presumably what the other half of the orb is for,” said Nikki, “to give us the last piece of the puzzle. We just need some clue as to how to decipher it.”

      “What we need,” said Rose, pacing the room, “is another lead.”

      “We have another lead,” said Clara. “He’s down in the holding cells.”

      

      ***

      Trevor looked over at the lumpy gray mattress that lay in one corner of the cell and decided to continue standing. It reminded him of a glob of old porridge left in the bottom of a bowl, and he was not going to sit on porridge. Not again. After all, he was human now.

      As much as he wanted to stay upright, his legs were increasingly unwilling to cooperate. That left few options. He wasn’t going to lie on the floor. It looked even more dank and disgusting than the stone wall that stood at the back of the cell. Just leaning against that for a moment had left his beautiful red jacket with a streak on it he was certain would never come out.

      There was that random bucket left in the corner. Perhaps, in an emergency, he could turn it over and sit on it like a chair. Still, for now he would continue to hang with his arms through the iron bars at the front of his cell.

      He wanted to moan, but what would be the point with no one to hear him? Then, from a far corner of the cellar, came the faint sound of something sharp scraping against the floor.

      “Hello?” said Trevor. He squinted his eyes against the darkness. The only source of illumination was one dim bulb, which cast a small circle of light beneath it, just a few yards away from the cell. “Is someone there?” he continued, surprised by how high-pitched his voice sounded. The only response was another scraping sound, this time closer. Suddenly, Trevor understood what the bucket was for.

      A large creature with black fur and long claws crept slowly into the light. It locked eyes with Trevor, then bared its fangs. Trevor stepped back from the bars. The creature inhaled deeply, then threw its arms to either side and let loose a blood-curdling roar. Trevor instinctively leapt back toward the far wall. No longer concerned with the state of his jacket, he pressed himself flat against the stones, his body involuntarily trembling. The creature growled and crouched down as if preparing to pounce…

      …and then Clara walked out next to the monster. She waved aggressively at the prisoner and said, “Hi, Trevor,” with a smile. The monster let out a sigh, put one of its paws up to its face, and shook its head.

      “Oh. Hi, Clara,” said Trevor. He sighed deeply, then walked back up to the bars. “That’s me. My name is Trevor.”

      “I know it is,” said Clara. “Hey, could you tell us everything you know about the orb so that Seffy doesn’t have to frighten you?”

      “Okay,” said Trevor.

      “Great!” said Clara.

      “Unbelievable,” muttered the fearsome were-panther before trudging away from the light.

      

      ***

      Trevor waited impatiently outside Rose’s makeshift office. He was eager to get in and begin making a good impression, so he began pacing outside the closed door. “I thought they wanted to interrogate me,” he said sheepishly to Clara, who was standing next to him in the hall.

      “We all want to interrogate you very much,” she replied with a smile. “But an unexpected visitor just arrived, and the others wanted to speak with him first.” Clara pointed to the jacket Trevor was now holding out at arm’s length. “Would you like me to take that?”

      “Certainly,” he replied, handing over the damp, streaked mess that had once been his prized possession. “I believe it might have to be professionally burned.” Then he leaned back against the wall, giving his legs a bit of relief, and did his best to listen in on the voices on the other side of the door. They were faint, but Trevor had excellent hearing.

      “I thought you were staying on board the liner,” said a voice he recognized as Rose.

      “I was,” replied a man’s voice. “But this morning I found the count had sent me an invitation—and I use that term in the loosest possible sense—to join you here. The language made it clear it was not a request.”

      “While not ideal,” said Rose, “this does provide us the opportunity to demonstrate to the count how Jay’s arrival has changed the equation. After all, if Sherlock Holmes’s protègè is wandering about, then James Moriarty can’t be. This should enable us to keep you out of sight from this point forward, but since you’re here now, we might as well take advantage of it. Please try to look as intimidating as possible.”

      “How exactly should I go about that?” asked the man.

      “Just try to copy Seffy,” said Rose. Trevor heard footsteps approaching the door, and a few seconds later, it swung open. “Please come in,” said Rose with a gentle smile.

      Trevor and Clara followed Rose into the office, where she sat on a couch next to a woman he had not yet met. “I’m Nikki Tesla,” said the woman.

      “A pleasure to make your acquaintance,” replied Trevor. Off to one side of the couch stood Seffy, still looking ready to pounce. On the other side stood an older man with a dour look on his face and a wolf-headed cane clutched in his hands. “And you are?” Trevor asked the man.

      “Professor James Moriarty. Rose’s father.”

      “Pleased to meet you. I’m Trevor. Rose’s prisoner.”

      

      ***

      Without waiting to be asked, Trevor began telling them everything he knew. “When first tasked with obtaining the orb,” he said, “most of my brethren flew off to arrange an unfortunate accident for its owner. Being a bit more intellectually inclined, I chose to research its provenance. While my compatriots were busy stealing, and then losing, the artifact, I discovered it had recently been purchased from the estate of one Professor Scott.”

      “From his estate?” asked Rose. “Had he also been the victim of an ‘unfortunate accident’?”

      “If so,” replied Trevor, “it hadn’t been arranged by my kind.” He approached the couch where Rose and Nikki were seated. “Scott disappeared just over a year ago, long before we knew anything of the orb.”

      “Please sit,” said Rose.

      “That’s very kind of you,” replied Trevor, who promptly sat on the floor in front of the couch.

      Rose coughed into her hand to hide the smile that threatened to spread across her face. Trevor possessed three of her favorite qualities. He was cunning, amusing, and had managed to manipulate her mother. Rose genuinely hoped they weren’t going to have to kill him.

      “I believe,” said Nikki, “she might have meant, ‘Sit in the chair opposite us.’”

      “Ah,” said Trevor, “even kinder.”

      He moved to the chair and continued, “Professor Scott was renowned as a researcher of the occult. Over the course of his career, he had amassed an impressive collection of ancient artifacts. Upon his disappearance, most of these artifacts were auctioned off by distant relatives warring over his estate. However, years earlier, he had also donated the scepter box to the museum. That’s what started me down the path of investigating it.” Trevor paused expectantly, as if waiting for applause.

      “And was there anything else in the professor’s collection that could help us in our search?” asked Nikki.

      “Not that I was able to track down,” said Trevor, who gently wiggled his backside into the soft cushion on the chair.

      If there was one thing Rose knew about professors, it was that they loved writing things down. “Did he have any papers or journals?” she asked.

      “I’m not sure,” said Trevor, “but I know where they’d be. The professor lived in a historic chateau in Northern France. With its ownership in dispute, the estate is currently held in trusteeship and being rented out as a venue to pay for its upkeep.”

      “A venue?” said Clara.

      “Yes,” said Trevor. “For events…parties, weddings, and the like.”

      This time, Rose made no attempt to hide her smile. She could hear Hina’s voice saying there were times the universe simply handed you the perfect gift. Rose stood and huddled with Alan in a corner. Even if the count wasn’t present, she knew they should put on a good show for Clara, so she whispered back and forth with her “father” for a few moments.

      Then Alan stepped forward into the center of the room, turned toward Nikki, and said, “Congratulations.”

      “Why?” asked Nikki.

      “Because you’re getting married.”

    
  
    
      
        Chapter 21

      
      Christoph walked through the front door to find, as he so often did, Clara waiting for him. He looked at her expectantly, and she responded with a gentle smile and the words, “She’s okay.”

      The count continued to stare at Clara for several seconds before sitting down in the closest chair. “You mean…?”

      “Seffy was able to help her,” said Clara. “Nikki is back to feeling like she was before. Maybe better.”

      “Where is she?”

      “Upstairs. Planning with Rose and her father.”

      The count stood and headed for the stairs. After bounding up the first few steps, he turned back to Clara and asked, “Why are they doing that upstairs?”

      As if on cue, Jay’s voice rang out from a nearby parlor, “Sir William!”

      Christoph tilted his head to one side, looking a bit put out. “Mr. Watson?”

      “Yes,” replied Jay, making his way to the foot of the stairs. “And if you wouldn’t mind, I was hoping to ask you a few questions.”

      “No!” shouted Seffy, emerging from the room Jay had just left. “No no no!” She wrapped an arm across Jay’s torso and began herding him away. “I turn my back for one second…” she said under breath.

      “I’m just trying to ascertain…” said Jay.

      “I’m just trying to ascertain,” said Seffy, cutting him off, “whether you gave yourself a concussion when you marched into the side of the house!”

      “But I feel fine,” said Jay.

      “Are you sure about that?” asked Christoph from his perch on the stairs. “Because I have no idea who this ‘Sir William’ person is. My name is Count Christoph.”

      “See,” said Seffy, leading Jay back into the parlor.

      “But…no,” said Jay’s voice. “That’s not how he introduced himself before.”

      Christoph turned and sprung up the stairs, Clara following just behind. When they reached the landing, he chuckled and said, “That was fun. Well…best toss him in the dungeon.”

      “But why?” asked Clara.

      “I summoned our Professor Moriarty here to assume a more active role in this undertaking,” replied the count, making his way up the next flight of stairs. “If I understand the situation correctly, he will be unable to do so with young Watson wandering around, for fear that the boy will call in Holmes and they’ll all begin trying to kill each other on the spot.

      “Therefore,” said Christoph, arriving at the second floor, “we toss Jay into the dungeon. The professor can come out of hiding. Problem solved.”

      “I’m afraid it’s not quite that simple,” said a voice barely above a whisper. Alan emerged from Rose’s office, followed by Rose herself. “If anything were to happen to Jay, even if he simply disappeared for a while, it would be enough to attract Holmes’s attention. I can assure you that would be to no one’s benefit.”

      “So, at least for the moment,” said Rose, “we are all stuck with Jay Watson.”

      “And I will be returning to hiding,” said Alan, ducking back into the office.

      “I’ve only been gone for a few hours,” said Christoph.

      “Jay was already here when you brought Nikki in,” said Rose. “He actually arrived just before you did.”

      “Well, I was a bit distracted at the time,” said Christoph, peeking into the office. “Speaking of which, where is Miss Tesla?”

      “She returned to her room to lie down,” replied Rose.

      Christoph nodded, then began walking briskly down the hall.

      “It’s too bad,” said Clara, still following a step behind. “If we had put Jay in the dungeon, he could have kept Trevor company.”

      The count stopped midstride, turned back to Clara, and said slowly, “Who…is Trevor?”

      “Did I hear my name?” asked a voice from somewhere down the hall. Trevor flung open a bedroom door and walked out to join them. “Hi, Clara,” he said, looking around. “Is someone supposed to be guarding me, or can I move about freely now that I helped you plan your next mission?”

      “I’m not really sure,” replied Clara. “Why don’t you go back into that room, and I’ll come guard you in a minute.”

      “Okay,” said Trevor with a shrug. He returned to the bedroom and closed the door behind him.

      “Who was that?” asked the count.

      “Trevor,” replied Clara.

      “Yes, I understand that. But who is Trevor?”

      “He’s the bug-man we captured.”

      The count stared at Clara for a moment before saying, “What?”

      “He’s the bug-man we captured!” said Clara more loudly.

      “No, I heard you. Are you telling me that we have one of the Scarab’s servants in this house…and that we’re letting him help decide what we do next?”

      “Yes,” said Clara with a smile.

      The count threw his hands in the air and stormed down the hallway. “So let me make sure I have this all straight,” he said. “We are preparing for the next part of our mission, where Professor Moriarty will not be accompanying us, because Jay Watson will be accompanying us, and the whole thing was planned by one of the creatures that have been chasing us around the world trying to kill us?”

      “I don’t think the whole thing was planned by Trevor,” said Clara. “He just helped. But otherwise, yes, that was an excellent summary.”

      The count spun back around to Clara before shouting, “I’ve only been gone for a few hours!”

      Clara shrugged. Christoph stomped away, saying, “I don’t know how much longer I can…” The count turned the corner to Nikki’s bedroom and froze in place. Whatever statement had been forming on his lips was now replaced by the edges of a smile.

      The door to the bedroom was half-open, and Nikki Tesla sat at the foot of the bed, still looking remarkably alive. She smiled back at him.

      “Clara,” said Christoph, his voice suddenly tranquil, “I would like very much to go talk to Nikki now. Is there anything else that I need to know?”

      “Just one more tiny thing,” replied Clara. Then she handed him a diamond ring.

    
  
    
      
        Chapter 22

      
      When Nikki walked into the grand hall of the chateau, her first thought was that it had been aptly named. The room was adorned with pillars, arches, and a massive spiral staircase, all made of marble. Her next thought was that, in America, it was rare to see so much marble anywhere outside of a courthouse. Not that Nikki spent much time in courthouses. As a rule, she tried to leave most of the lawbreaking to Rose.

      Nikki slid her hand across the intricate wrought iron railing that ran along the staircase, and Christoph approached the egg-shaped man standing before them. “Good afternoon,” he said. “I am Sir William Gerard, and this is my fiancé, Miss Tesla. You are, I presume, Mister Martin?”

      “Please,” said the man, “Rene. May I welcome you to the chateau.” He held out an arm to either side.

      “These,” continued the count, “are three of Miss Tesla’s maids.” He waved a hand dismissively behind him toward Seffy, Rose, and Clara. “They’re here to inspect your facilities and see if they will be adequate for our needs.”

      “Certainly,” replied Rene. “We would simply ask that they stay out of our staff’s way as they do so.”

      “Of course,” replied Christoph.

      “Now,” said Rene, “let me begin our tour with the ballroom.”

      “Actually,” said Nikki, “we were hoping to tour the gardens first.”

      “My pleasure,” said Rene with a slight bow.

      The moment Rene, Christoph, and Nikki exited, Seffy spun toward Rose. “I’m no one’s servant,” she said a bit too loudly.

      “Let it go,” said Rose. She looked out the window. Jay was leaning against his car. Trevor was seated inside of it. Rose knew the best way to keep Jay safe, other than trapping him in a barrel, was to occupy him with a mission. She needed something that could be easily accomplished while still requiring his active attention, so assigning Jay to guard Trevor seemed an obvious choice.

      Rose turned back to her friends. “Whatever gets us free rein to explore the property. Since they’ve been using the chateau as a venue, we have to assume that any of the professor’s private papers have been stored away. If they haven’t been taken off-site, that leaves the attic and the basement as our most likely targets.”

      “Can we start with the attic?” asked Clara. “I’ve had enough of basements for a little while.”

      

      ***

      The chateau’s gardens covered more area than some small towns. A huge half-circle of manicured grass was divided into even segments by a series of walkways, leaving the impression of a great, verdant orange-slice. Beyond every section of greenery sat an oval pool, each with a fountain at its center.

      Nikki took a moment to breathe in the scent of flowers. She looked up at the cloudless sky and exhaled. Either the world had grown more beautiful over the past few days, or she was just getting better at recognizing it. Rationally, she knew it had to be the latter.

      Perhaps this appreciation of nature was due to her gaining a new lease on life. Perhaps it came from knowing it was only a short-term lease, so she had to enjoy the beauty of the world while she had the chance. She shook her head, as if that would somehow send these thoughts away. This is why she had always left psychology to Hina. It led to too many questions with too many gray answers. Nikki was an engineer and a mathematician. She preferred her solutions a bit more black and white.

      Rene turned toward Christoph. “What would your vision be for this space?”

      “I’m sorry?” said Christoph.

      “If you can give me a vision of your ideal ceremony,” said Rene, “we will endeavor to make all of your nuptial dreams come true.”

      “Ah, yes,” said Christoph, “our vision. To be honest, I had hoped to hold our wedding at a property I own in Greece, but my fiancé has always dreamed of getting married in France, so here we are. She’s far better suited to tell you of our vision.” He held out a hand toward Nikki. “Darling?”

      “Thank you dear,” said Nikki, struggling to resist the urge to smack Christoph. “Now…obviously it can be hard to put a vision into words because it’s…a vision…something visual, but I guess if I had to describe it…it would be along the lines of…”

      “Orange blossoms, lilies, and silk,” said a voice from behind them.

      Nikki turned around to see Trevor. She walked up to him, leaned in, and whispered, “I thought you were supposed to stay with the car.”

      “You clearly needed my help,” replied Trevor. “You were stammering.”

      “Well, I’m sorry if I’m not a very good liar,” said Nikki.

      “Then it’s lucky for you that I am,” whispered Trevor. He walked toward Rene. “They picture taking their vows under a large arch adorned with orange blossoms and lilies, with a white silk backdrop. They would like the chairs for the guests arranged in a half-circle to parallel the shape of this section of the garden. The water jets in the center of each fountain should fire at the precise moment they have their first kiss.”

      Rene paused for a moment before replying, “Lovely. I’m certain that we will be able to accommodate these requests, Mr.…?”

      Trevor stared blankly at Rene for what felt like several hours, then blurted out, “Human man.”

      “Your name is Mr. Human-man?” asked Rene.

      “It’s pronounced Hümanmann,” said Nikki. “He’s Dutch.”

      “Ah,” said Rene with an understanding nod.

      “Mr. Hümanmann is our butler,” said Nikki, “and he’s been instrumental in helping us plan our wedding.”

      “So,” said Rene, “I think that if we placed your archway right about here…”

      The moment Rene was out of earshot, Nikki leaned in toward Trevor and whispered, “I thought you said you were a good liar?”

      “He caught me off guard,” replied Trevor.

      “By asking your name?” said Nikki.

      “Yes,” said Trevor. “I didn’t have one before yesterday.”

      

      ***

      It took only seconds for Rose to realize they wouldn’t find what they were looking for. Like most attics, this one was windowless, packed full of old furniture and stacks of boxes. But it was the way it differed from most attics that tipped her off. Rose ran her hand along a table pushed against the wall. There was no dust.

      This attic was being used for active storage, which meant the boxes were most likely filled with…

      “Linens,” said Clara, opening the closest box.

      “I have flatware,” said Seffy.

      Rose barely heard them. She scanned the shape of the room, then closed her eyes. She pictured the exterior of the house and the layout of the floor below. “This isn’t right,” she said, beginning to walk the perimeter of the attic. “This should be bigger. I think there might be another room behind this wall.”

      “Okay,” said Seffy. “Let’s spread out and look for some kind of switch or release.” While Rose and Seffy moved to either side of the attic, sweeping the area with their flashlights, Clara gently placed hers on the ground. Seconds later, a crash echoed through the confined space. Rose and Seffy both swung their lights around in the direction of the noise, revealing a Clara-sized hole in the wall.

      “Or, you know, just plow right through it,” said Rose. “It’s not like we were trying to be stealthy or anything.”

      

      ***

      Rene led his party down a stone staircase which cut its way between a series of tiered flower beds. Nikki stopped for a moment to appreciate the sea of red, pink, and purple that surrounded them. She reached out to touch a rose. When her fingers brushed its petals, Nikki found herself daydreaming about getting married there.

      She pictured herself standing beneath the arch of flowers Trevor had described, surrounded by her friends and family. She imagined Christoph standing by her side, looking regal as always in the finest tuxedo she had ever seen. Placing a ring on her finger. Holding her in his arms.

      Nikki had no idea what was causing these fantasies to swirl around her head. Over the past months, in coming to terms with her own mortality, she had taken stock of the things she would likely never have, marriage among them. Never for a moment did she regret the choices she had made, but she’d always imagined she would have more time. So much more time.

      The rest of the party had reached the bottom of the staircase and was beginning to walk along a large hedge wall. Nikki ran to catch up, but when she joined Trevor at the back of the pack, her thoughts suddenly turned to the young man who was supposed to be guarding him.

      “Where’s Jay?” she whispered.

      “He needed to take care of something,” Trevor whispered back. “Just between us, I think he’s off trying to impress someone.”

      Nikki frowned. She very much hoped that, whatever Jay was up to, he was staying out of Rose’s way. Apparently, during their last adventure in London, Rose had felt the need to trap him in a barrel.

      Nikki remembered feeling bad for Jay, and not just because of this brief imprisonment. It was obvious he was drawn to Rose. Nikki feared that, if the boy was crazy enough to become smitten with a handbag full of dynamite, there was no barrel in the world strong enough to protect him from the blast which would inevitably ensue.

      Before Nikki could ask any more questions, their group turned around a corner of the hedge, where they came upon a gaunt woman with razor-sharp features. She was flanked on either side by a tall thin man in black. “Can I help you?” asked Rene, obviously displeased by the surprise.

      “Certainly,” said the woman, with a haughty edge to her voice. “My name is Mary. This is my fiancé, Sir George Cornwall, and his valet, Mr. Smith.”

      “Smith,” muttered Trevor. “That’s a much better name. So simple.”

      The woman continued to speak over Trevor’s interruption. “We are here for exactly the same thing they are.” She waved an arm toward Christoph and Nikki. A thin smile spread across her lips, although her eyes narrowed.

      Nikki smiled back. This was exactly the distraction she needed to shake herself from her reverie. The last thing she should be doing was drifting off into that sort of fantasy, for any number of reasons, and what could be better to draw her back to reality than by coming face-to-face with an enemy? Good versus evil. Was anything more black and white than that?

      “I’m sorry,” said Rene, “but I’m afraid that we insist on all prospective clients booking an appointment in advance.”

      “That’s quite alright,” said Christoph, never breaking eye contact with the woman. “Why don’t you join our little tour group?”

      They began walking once more. Trevor made his way over to Nikki and, with as much gravitas as he could muster, whispered, “We must be careful, for our newcomers are, in fact…”

      “Bug-people,” said Nikki. “Yes. I had deduced that.”

      “Aha…excellent,” said Trevor. He let Nikki walk ahead of him before continuing, “I don’t like finishing my sentences anyway.”

      

      ***

      “No,” Seffy said to Clara, “I’m just saying you should at least figure out where the studs are first.”

      Clara sighed, then replied, “Fine. I will try to run through walls more carefully in the future.”

      “That’s all I’m asking.” It seemed the longer she was around Clara, the more Seffy’s protective instincts were growing. Perhaps she was beginning to think of Clara as a younger sister.

      “I think this was a playroom,” said Rose. Her flashlight revealed a massive toy chest in the center of the floor. It was decorated with brightly colored shapes, culminating in a large star on the center of its lid. A film of dust indicated it had lain untouched for a long while.

      Clara spotted a bookshelf overflowing with stuffed animals and immediately began rifling through them. “Bunny. Frog. White mouse. Pink cat. Another frog,” she said, tossing each animal over her shoulder upon naming them.

      “That’s okay, Clara,” said Rose. “We can see them.”

      “This isn’t right,” said Seffy. “Who walls off a playroom?” Her light passed over a child-sized pink castle built directly into the wall. Every remaining inch of wall space was covered by murals depicting scenes from fairy tales and legends.

      “I think a better question,” said Rose, “is why would someone living in a mansion build a playroom in a small, windowless corner of the attic?”

      Seffy tried to imagine the reasons why one might need to keep their child so isolated, and each possibility made her more uneasy than the last. Something about the room reminded her of her own childhood, and that was never a good sign. She was thankful for the distraction when Rose began issuing orders.

      Rose looked at the doorway into the castle. “Clara,” she asked, “do you think you could fit in there?” Clara dropped to the ground and crawled through the door. “If you search the shelves,” Rose said to Seffy, “I’ll examine the toy chest.”

      Before Rose could even open the lid, Seffy shouted, “I think I’ve got something.” Seffy ran her hand along the indentation she felt on top of the shelf and then pressed down on it, resulting in a loud click.

      Suddenly, the grinding of gears filled the playroom. The bookshelf slid forward and then off to one side, revealing…nothing.

      “Huh,” said Clara, sticking her head out of the castle door. “I thought it was going to be something more exciting than that.”

      Rose examined the space behind the shelf. There was literally nothing there. It was a void, without depth or substance, as if someone had painted a matte black rectangle on the wall. She pointed her flashlight at the darkness, and its beam was simply swallowed up.

      “I don’t like this,” said Seffy.

      “Neither do I,” said Rose.

      Nevertheless, Seffy knew Rose was first and foremost a detective, and with that came an obligation to investigate any mystery that chose to stare her in the face. Rose slowly moved her flashlight closer to the darkness, but the light still refused to penetrate the void. Eventually, the end of the flashlight broke the plane of the blackness and disappeared.

      Rose shivered. She looked back at Seffy and said, “Perhaps we should…” Before she could finish, something pulled the flashlight, and Rose, into the void. She was gone.

      Clara was the first to react, charging straight toward the shadow.

      “Don’t!” shouted Seffy, moving into Clara’s path, but she dramatically underestimated the amount of mass carried by Clara’s tiny frame. Seffy found herself falling backward, thinking, This is why I never wanted a little sister. They crashed through the darkness, and the room was suddenly empty.

      A few seconds later, the bookshelf slid back into place.

    
  
    
      
        Chapter 23

      
      The professor’s study was exactly what one would expect. There was a wide fireplace with brown leather chairs on either side. Several bookshelves lined the far wall behind an oversized oak desk. A side table held several carafes full of dark liquid. Yes, the professor’s study was exactly what one would expect, except perhaps for the presence of a young detective falling through the wall.

      The moment Rose came crashing to the floor, she spun around to look behind her. She was met by the same black void she had seen in the playroom, now bordered by a doorframe. She spotted Seffy and Clara with just enough time to roll to one side before they could land on top of her. “Not exactly our finest moment,” said Rose to her prone compatriots.

      Something was deeply wrong with this place. Rose knew it before she even stood, simply because she had been able to see her friends falling toward her. They were in a room that had presumably been hidden away since before the chateau had been transformed into a venue. Why was it brightly lit?

      Everyone got to their feet, and Rose said, “Please be careful.”

      “Why?” asked Clara.

      Rose pointed to the flames dancing in the fireplace. “Other than the magical fire that’s apparently been burning for a year, there’s the fact this room should be covered in dust and cobwebs.”

      “Maybe someone’s been using it,” said Clara.

      Rose shook her head. “Although the fire is raging, it isn’t crackling. There’s no noise. Nor is there the smell of burning wood. There aren’t any smells in this room at all.”

      “No,” said Seffy, sniffing at the air. “There’s something. It’s just very faint.”

      “Mustiness?” asked Rose.

      “Putrefaction,” answered Seffy.

      Clara cocked her head to one side.

      “Rot,” explained Rose, walking toward the far side of the room. She stopped in her tracks. A faint humming echoed through her skull. It grew stronger the closer she drew to the bookshelves, particularly the one directly behind the desk. The top shelves of that bookcase held rows of specimen jars, but Rose couldn’t tell what was inside of them. The harder she tried to focus on them, the more her eyesight seemed to blur, and her head began to swim. Every instinct she had as a detective told Rose to investigate those jars further. Every instinct she had as a human being told her to get as far away from them as possible.

      Rose looked down at the lower shelves and saw a series of journals, each marked with specific calendar dates. She opened the closest book to find its pages blank. Then she opened another. She walked to the next bookcase and removed a third book at random. They were all blank.

      “I don’t think this is real,” said Rose, turning back to her friends. “It seems more like an image…or a memory.” As the words left her lips, the humming she had been hearing suddenly seemed a bit clearer, just enough for Rose to realize it wasn’t humming at all. It was a whisper.

      The whisper was very faint, but Rose thought she could make out a single word: “Help.”

      “I don’t think we’re alone in here,” said Rose.

      Then the study melted around them.

      The trio found themselves standing in the middle of a forest, but the foliage surrounding them was thick. Impossibly thick. The canopy above them was so dense it blotted out the sun. Seffy sniffed at the air. “Still the same,” she said.

      “Rot?” asked Rose.

      “Death,” replied Seffy.

      Something told Rose that, while this forest may well be another illusion, the aura of decay was very real. It was not a reassuring thought.

      The forest in front of them began to shift and twist. Smaller trees seemed to spring up out of nowhere between the larger trunks, and ivy knit its way between them all. In the center of this verdant wall, several trees stretched and bent in unnatural directions, forming a large arch. Inside the arch, there was only pitch-blackness.

      The whispering at the edge of Rose’s consciousness returned. Seffy put a hand up to her temple. “Can you hear it too?” asked Rose.

      Seffy nodded, then reached for a vial, but Rose grabbed her arm. “We don’t know what this is yet,” said the young detective. “If we assume hostility, chances are we’ll manage to find it. Let’s all just stay calm and take a breath.”

      From the darkest place in the very center of the arch, there emerged the outline of a young girl. “Have you come to play with me?” she asked.

      Rose released Seffy’s arm. “Drink it,” she said. “Drink the damned potion.”

    
  
    
      
        Chapter 24

      
      The tour group continued to make its way through the gardens. The newcomers seemed happy to take the lead, walking just behind Rene. Christoph never took his eyes off them, particularly the gaunt woman. She, however, walked along without a care in the world. Nikki recognized this meant one of two things. Either the woman didn’t know she had a vampire at her back, which was improbable, or she simply didn’t care, which was the more worrisome possibility.

      “Other favorites include our arboretum and gazebo,” said Rene. “We even have a natural pond on the property.”

      “Wait,” said Christoph, “tell us more about the pond. Where is it?”

      “A little over a mile to the south,” said Rene, “but it’s an exceedingly pleasant walk. I could take you there now.”

      “No,” said Christoph, “we can manage on our own. I’d appreciate a few quiet moments with my fiancé in order to discuss what we’ve seen.”

      “Certainly,” said Rene. “If you head in that direction, you will find a footpath through the woods which will take you there.”

      “Perfect,” said the mysterious woman. “We’ll come too.”

      “After you,” said Christoph, waving the newcomers ahead in the direction of the path. “Our butler will stay here with you,” he said to Rene.

      “But I…” began Trevor.

      “Will stay, so that someone is here with Rene,” said Christoph.

      “Yes, sir,” said Trevor with a slight bow.

      The five figures made their way through the woods in complete silence. While they walked, Nikki thought back to the other day, how Rose said she could hear Hina’s voice telling her everything happens for a reason. She imagined Hina would have said something similar to her in that moment. Immediately after Nikki realized she couldn’t afford to become lost in daydreams, especially not daydreams of marrying Christoph, a solution presented itself.

      Hina would have called it providence. Nikki would have countered by calling it coincidence, then buttressed her point with a number of carefully argued facts. Hina would have responded to these factual arguments with ones based on faith, and from there they’d have tumbled along the same circle of frustration they always did.

      She was so damned stubborn. No matter what happened, Hina would find a way to make it seem like it all worked out exactly as it was meant to. No matter what odds they faced, she would always remain confident that good would triumph over evil, that love would never fail… Nikki missed her very much.

      It wasn’t long before they reached the clearing with the pond, and Christoph said, “This will do.”

      It was a bit swampy for Nikki’s taste. The green-tinged water was filled with reeds and muck. A series of logs had been dragged near the pond to serve as makeshift seating. This only enhanced the impression that the pond was something to be observed rather than entered.

      The mysterious woman smiled. “It’s always nice to have a scenic location for one’s altercations,” she said. “No one around to disturb us.”

      “Isn’t this the part where you demand the orb?” asked Nikki.

      “No,” said the woman, now looking even taller and thinner. “We’ll simply take it off of your body when we’re done.”

      All three of the Scarab’s servants began to transform. With a series of wet crunches, their limbs stretched to twice their length. They grew more gaunt until they appeared on the brink of starvation. Their eyes sank into their sockets, while their cheeks and noses jutted farther outward. Their wings were thin, almost translucent, and beat up and down at a furious pace.

      Rather than being horrified by this transformation, Nikki felt relieved. She was no fan of walking alongside monsters, pretending to be oblivious to their true nature. She would much rather have everything out in the open. Good and evil. Black and white.

      Before Nikki could even draw her gun, the count leapt toward the creatures, but they easily avoided him by taking to the sky. Nikki sent a volley of lightning bolts their way, but they dodged them. She noted that what they lacked in mass, they made up for in agility.

      “I think we might need to apply some strategy here,” said Nikki.

      The count lifted a large stone over his head and replied, “I’m going to throw rocks at them.”

      “I was hoping for something more sophisticated,” said Nikki, nodding toward the pond, then whispering something in the count’s ear.

      Christoph and Nikki set off running in opposite directions along the edge of the water. Nikki fired a volley of lightning back toward the bugs, and all three creatures swarmed after her.

      One of the bug-men dove toward her, and she barely managed to change course and send a blast his way. While Nikki’s attention was focused on the male, the female took the opportunity to swoop down behind her. Nikki felt the rush of air at her back just in time to roll to the ground. Nikki tried to regain her footing but slipped and landed face down in the mud. She quickly rolled over and let out a series of bolts toward the attackers, who buzzed just above her, trying to take advantage of her misstep.

      They were at an impasse. With Nikki on her back, there was no way the bug-creatures could sneak up on her. Every time they tried to move in close, she loosed a barrage that sent them back into the sky. Yet, each blast seemed to reinforce the monsters’ relentless focus. They lunged down at Nikki again and again, as if possessed.

      For a moment, Nikki marveled that, just forty-eight hours ago, she was lying on her deathbed. Now, though still on her back, she was fighting three monsters to a standstill. She fired off her gun twice more before it suddenly went quiet. Nikki swore loudly, shook her weapon, then swore again. She scrambled to her feet and ran back along the lake toward where she had started.

      At first, all three creatures chased after her, then the female stopped in midair. The bug-woman shook her head and looked around as if waking up from a dream. Then she looked back to her male companions and said, “Idiots.” She flew after them.

      The bug-men were only a few steps away from Nikki when she again lost her footing and skidded down into the mud. Both males dove straight at her, claws drawn. This time, there was no way to escape.

    
  
    
      
        Chapter 25

      
      “I’ll play with you,” said Clara, walking toward the outline of the girl.

      “Wait, Clara,” said Seffy. Clara halted midstride, then backed up.

      Rose took a deep breath and let it out slowly. It formed a visible mist. The temperature had dropped precipitously. Rose never enjoyed feeling unprepared. Now, facing a mysterious girl in a dark forest, encountering strange whispers and shifting landscapes, there were too many variables, too many unknowns. Still, a mystery was a mystery, and there was nowhere to go but forward. Rose took a careful step toward the girl. “Hi. I’m Rose,” she said. “What’s your name?”

      The girl’s face went blank. “I–I…” she stammered. She shook her head and walked out of the archway. “I don’t know.”

      Rose shined her flashlight toward the girl. She was wearing a blue gingham dress. Rose could see fear building in the girl’s eyes as she repeated, “I don’t know.”

      “That’s okay,” said Rose. “Maybe we can help. Do you recognize this place?”

      “Yes,” said the girl, “but I don’t know why.”

      “Do you remember how you got here?”

      “No!” she shouted, panic continuing to grow across her face.

      Rose focused on making her voice as calm and even as possible when she asked, “What’s the last thing you do remember?”

      “I was in my father’s study.”

      “Good,” said Rose, “that’s very good.” She took another step toward the girl. “Were there shelves, a desk, and two chairs next to a fireplace?” The instant the word “fireplace” left Rose’s lips, the girl’s head snapped backward as though she had been struck, and she tumbled down in a heap. A chorus of screams rang out from some far corner of the forest.

      “Help me!” shouted the girl. Seffy, Clara, and Rose all immediately moved toward her, but she was gone.

      Rose gasped when the girl suddenly appeared next to her. “Help me!” she said, reaching out for Rose.

      The last thing Rose remembered was the girl’s right hand passing through hers.

      Rose’s life flashed before her like frames in a film reel. The next thing she knew, she was on the ground, resting in Seffy’s arms. The girl was nowhere to be seen.

      “Are you alright?” asked Seffy. “What did she do to you?”

      “I’m okay,” said Rose. “I don’t think she was trying to hurt me. She’s just scared.” Seffy helped her to her feet, and Rose willed herself to detach from their current situation so she could analyze it as objectively as possible. “All signs point to the girl being some kind of spirit. Her wandering, ethereal nature, the illusory settings, all of this aligns with the literature on apparitions. However, it also feels like there’s something else at play.”

      Rose noticed Clara creeping toward the archway in the tree line, stretching an arm out toward it. “Clara, don’t play with the ominous void, okay?” she said.

      “I’m just looking at it,” said Clara.

      “Well, look with your eyes, not your hands,” said Seffy. She turned back to Rose. “Our spirit appears to be suffering from some form of amnesia. While I don’t know if that’s common among ghosts, in living patients it would indicate she had suffered some kind of severe physical or emotional trauma.”

      “I suppose dying would qualify as that,” said Rose.

      “Fair enough,” said Seffy, “but she certainly had a reaction when you mentioned the fireplace.”

      “You noticed that, did you?”

      “Did I notice the forest scream?” said Seffy. “Yes. It was hard to miss.”

      Clara tugged on Seffy’s sleeve. “Did you say ‘ghost’?”

      “Yes,” replied Rose, “but there’s no reason to be afraid, because…”

      “I’ve never met a ghost before!” shouted Clara as she jumped up and down and clapped loudly. She then returned to patrolling the area.

      “There was definitely something wrong with that study,” Rose said to Seffy, “or her memory of it, or whatever it was we saw when we first arrived.”

      “Why did it switch to a forest?” asked Seffy.

      “I’m not sure,” replied Rose. “Perhaps it’s a manifestation of her fear or loneliness. I’ve read a lot about spirits, but who knows what’s real and what’s false? I’m not really an expert.”

      “Oh my!” said Seffy, throwing a hand up to her forehead and pretending to grow faint. “There’s a subject you’re not an expert on?”

      “Do shut up,” replied Rose.

      Clara appeared at Rose’s elbow. “Do ghosts eat?”

      “I don’t believe so.”

      “Oh,” said Clara, before walking away again. “She must be really hungry by now. I bet she’d like some cookies.”

      “There’s something else,” said Rose to Seffy. “When she touched my hand, I think she touched my mind as well. I’ve never heard of ghosts being able to do that.”

      “Perhaps it had to do with the manner of her death, or the study itself?” said Seffy.

      “Or maybe something they were keeping there,” said Rose, her mind returning to the specimen jars on the top shelves of the bookcase.

      “I couldn’t find any cookies,” shouted Clara.

      “It’s generally quite difficult to find cookies in the forest,” replied Rose.

      “That’s true,” said Clara. “Maybe they have some in that house over there.”

      As one, Seffy and Rose turned around to face Clara. She was pointing to a three-story mansion that had apparently sprung up out of nowhere. The house was bright blue with white trim and a large circular window on the top floor.

      Rose recognized it immediately.

    
  
    
      
        Chapter 26

      
      Rose Moriarty could remember every detail about each of her birthdays. Obviously, the first few were a bit of a blur, but if you wanted to know the flavor of the cake from her fourth birthday, it was chocolate. What color tie did her father wear on her sixth birthday? Light blue. What time was it on the morning of her seventh birthday when her mother snuck out of the house? Two forty-two a.m.

      Today, on the occasion of her tenth birthday, she stood outside the door to her father’s study and heard two words she would never forget. “Come in,” he said.

      Rose had been inside her father’s study exactly five times, and not one of those times had she been invited. In fact, she had been explicitly cautioned against entering, but what child could resist the allure of a forbidden room filled with wondrous artifacts? Her father called them mementos from his former life, and once she walked through the door, she saw that all her favorites were still there.

      There was the Toledo Salamanca broadsword that hung on the far wall. Just beneath it was a blank bust used to display a sparkling sapphire necklace and a slightly singed barrister wig. Her father sat at his oak desk and dropped a medieval gauntlet on top of a stack of blueprints like a paperweight.

      “I’m assuming that you’re still unwilling to let me throw you a proper birthday party?” he asked.

      Rose rolled her eyes. “I feel no great need to celebrate the anniversary of the day that my mother abandoned us.” She paused for a few moments before continuing, “Do you think your need to try to force me to enjoy this day might be due to misplaced feelings of guilt over her leaving?”

      Moriarty shrugged. “Perhaps,” he said. “Do you think that your unwillingness to allow me to celebrate your birth may reflect a belief that you don’t deserve such attention, likely springing from the irrational notion that it was somehow your fault that she left?”

      “Perhaps,” said Rose.

      “I might be willing to set aside my unfounded guilt,” said Moriarty, “if you would agree to set aside yours.”

      “Agreed,” said Rose after a brief pause. “But I still don’t want a party.”

      “That’s fine,” said Moriarty. “I got you a present instead.” He gestured to a sheet that covered a large table on the opposite side of his study.

      Rose approached the table. “May I?” she asked. Her father nodded and Rose pulled the cloth away, revealing an incredibly detailed dollhouse. It was three stories tall, blue with white trim and a large circular window on the top floor. “This looks…well crafted,” said Rose.

      “Thank you,” said Moriarty. “I made it myself.”

      “While I appreciate that very much, I’m a bit old for dolls.”

      “You’re ten.”

      “But am I wrong?”

      “No,” said Moriarty. “No, you are not. So you’ll be delighted to know that this is for work, not play.” The professor walked over to his daughter and handed her a stack of folders, then reached over and opened the dollhouse. “You hold six case files, detailing six deaths. Each was originally classified as ‘death by misadventure.’ I was hired to prove that they were all, in fact, murder.”

      “You solve crimes?” asked Rose.

      “You know that I…have a past?”

      “I had deduced as much,” replied Rose, pushing her finger through the bullet hole in the bowler hat that sat on a nearby shelf.

      “Well,” said Moriarty, “in my current life, I have discovered that sometimes the best revenge is beating your archenemy at their own game.”

      “Why the dollhouse?” asked Rose.

      “It isn’t a dollhouse,” replied Moriarty. “It’s a scale model which you are going to use to re-create crime scenes. Each room corresponds to one of your case files. You are going to use those files, and this house, to tell me how I determined each case was murder. I’ll be back in an hour.” With that, the professor grabbed a set of blueprints off his desk and walked out of the room.

      Rose opened the topmost file and used it to stage the first crime scene inside the house. It took all her focus not to wonder about the origins of the jade music box that sat next to the bowler, or the tribal spear which hung above them both, or the strange ticking she heard even though there were no clocks in the room. She forced her eyes back down to the folder.

      It was quite possibly the fastest an hour had ever passed. Still, when her father returned to his study, he found Rose sitting in front of the dollhouse with both hands closed in her lap and the folders stacked into a neat pile.

      “Let’s begin,” said Moriarty. He walked over to the dollhouse and pointed at the entry foyer. Rose had placed a doll lying on her back at the base of the stairs. Its limbs were bent at awkward angles, and one leg still hung off the last few steps.

      “The impact wound on the back of the cranium is too high,” said Rose. “If, as the police detective surmised, the victim tripped while ascending the stairs and fell backward into this position, the point of impact would have been approximately two inches lower on her skull.”

      “Indicating that…?”

      “The victim was actually struck from behind by a taller assailant, at least six feet in height. Alternately, she may have been struck from behind as she descended the stairs by an attacker on a higher step. In either case, our suspect, most likely a right-handed male, then placed the victim at the bottom of the staircase to make the death appear accidental.”

      “And what could the murderer have done differently to get away with it?”

      “The simplest answer would have been to strike their victim more accurately, but given that might not have been an option, they should have placed the body on the landing. They could have made it appear that the victim had struck her head on the edge of this table, resulting in the higher location of the wound.”

      “Very good,” said Moriarty. “Next, the hanged man in the conservatory.”

      “That was the easiest one,” said Rose. “The beam from which he was hung was more decorative than functional. It wouldn’t have been able to bear the weight of a man that size jumping off a ladder from that height. He was hoisted up there after he was killed.”

      One after another, her father continued to quiz her on details of each case, until he finally said, “Congratulations. You pass.”

      “Pass what?” asked Rose.

      “Your interview,” replied Moriarty, pointing to a small desk next to his own. “I have decided that you’re old enough to begin assisting me.”

      Rose’s eyes narrowed. “Is this another birthday thing?”

      Moriarty took a deep breath before replying, “Only insomuch as, with every birthday that passes, I’ve grown a little more afraid. Not just the normal fears that a father holds for his daughter: that there will be an accident, or that you’ll come to some harm. Every year, I see more of myself in you, and that petrifies me. Because I don’t want you to be like me. Luckily, in addition to my intellect and cunning, you’ll have one thing that I never had growing up.”

      “I have you,” said Rose.

      “Exactly,” said the professor. “I need you to be better than me, and I’m a better man when I’m with you, so we both win, really.”

      “Okay,” said Rose.

      “Then let’s begin,” said Moriarty. “Our first case is on your desk.”

      Rose sat down, opened the folder, and smiled.

      “Happy birthday,” said her father.

      “Don’t push it,” replied Rose.

    
  
    
      
        Chapter 27

      
      The teenage Rose stood there, staring at the ten-year-old version of herself frozen in place at a desk in her father’s study.

      “What just happened?” asked Clara.

      Rose looked over her shoulder to see both Seffy and Clara looking perplexed. “I just relived part of my childhood,” she replied.

      “We all did,” said Seffy. “It felt real.”

      Rose turned back toward her desk, but now her younger self had been replaced by the ghost. The girl stared off into space as she said, “I wasn’t supposed to go into my father’s study either, but I had to.” Suddenly they were back in the room where they had first arrived. A tall man with a mustache and a raven pin on his lapel waved a finger disapprovingly at a very-much-alive version of the ghost.

      “I think,” said Rose quietly to her friends, “she might be reconstructing her memory out of pieces of mine.”

      “I wasn’t supposed to touch any of his artifacts,” said the ghost. “But I had to!”

      “It’s okay,” said Rose. “Why did you have to?”

      “The men,” replied the ghost. “The bad men!”

      The silent tableau in front of them shifted. The study remained the same, but the characters in it disappeared. Then the girl ran in, looking around desperately for someplace to hide. But it was too late. A man in black entered. Then another and another. The girl pushed herself back against the bookcase on the far wall.

      Two of the men moved in closer. The girl looked down and picked something up off the floor. She held out her left hand toward the men, but Rose couldn’t tell what she was holding. It was blurred. Out of focus. Suddenly, there was fire, there was screaming, and then it all disappeared. The ghost stood in the middle of the study, staring at them. Her head snapped to one side to lock eyes on Seffy.

      

      ***

      Sefina Moreau was not one to panic easily, but she was particularly adept at detecting threats. “It’s okay,” she told the girl, holding her hands in front of her, palms outward. “It just looked like you were defending yourself.”

      The girl continued to look directly at Seffy. “Help me,” she said.

      “We all want to help you,” said Seffy, taking a careful step backward, “but I’d prefer not to have anyone rummaging through my mind.”

      The ghost walked slowly toward her. Seffy could feel the hair on the back of her neck stand on end. She turned around to try to get away, but the girl was suddenly floating in front of her. The spirit’s right arm shot forward and she pushed an index finger into Seffy’s forehead. “Help me,” said the girl.

      Seffy felt like she was drowning in a sea of memories. Desperate to breathe, she pushed her way to the surface, just in time to feel herself fall backward into…sand? Rose and Clara rushed to Seffy’s side. The ghost had disappeared, and the landscape around them had shifted into a desert oasis. They were walled in by a sandstorm, but the deadly winds seemed unwilling to encroach upon the oasis itself.

      “I’m okay,” said Seffy, hoping her friends couldn’t tell she was lying. Clara tried to help her up, but Seffy waved her off and stood unaided. She walked to the spring at the center of the oasis and knelt over it. Even though she knew it wasn’t real, she couldn’t resist splashing water over her face. She prayed it would somehow shock away the images that now haunted her mind.

      It did not. When Seffy wiped away the water from her eyes, she saw reflected on the surface of the spring not her own image, but that of a small wolf-boy. The air came rushing unbidden out of her lungs. “No!” she shouted. She ran from the water and almost crashed into Rose.

      “What’s wrong?” asked Rose.

      “I don’t…” Seffy’s voice cracked. She was not one to panic easily, but now she couldn’t stop her body from trembling. “I can’t go back there! I need you to figure out a way to…”

    
  
    
      
        Chapter 28

      
      In honor of her tenth birthday, Seffy’s father gave her one day off from the lab. She hated the lab. She hated his experiments. They hurt.

      The lab was Seffy’s least favorite place on the island. Her most favorite place on the island was the great, twisted tree that grew on the edge of the cliff. It was easy to climb because of its interwoven branches, and when she reached the top, she could see far across the ocean. She would sit there for hours, staring and dreaming about what might be on the far side of the water. Dreaming about being anywhere other than her father’s island.

      On this day, because she didn’t have to go to the lab, she was able to climb her tree much earlier than normal. Maybe that was why, for the first time, she found she wasn’t alone there. She spotted a huddled mass of brown fur, sitting several branches away, trying desperately to stay as still as possible. “I’m not going to hurt you,” said Seffy.

      The brown ball made no reply. “What’s your name?” asked Seffy. Still nothing. “I’m going to call you Thomas. My name is Sefina, but my mom calls me Seffy. My father calls me Sefina. I like my mom better.” Seffy ran her hand along the pink neckerchief her mother had given her as a gift that morning.

      “You can call me Seffy, but it’s also okay if you don’t want to say anything at all. We can just sit here for a while. Maybe we’ll spot a ship. I don’t see a lot of ships, but sometimes, off in the distance… Oh! Also, you don’t have to keep trying to hide, because I obviously see you, so that’s silly.”

      They sat in silence for quite a while before the ball of fur unfolded itself into a more humanoid shape, and from that day forward, whenever Seffy would climb her tree, she would have company. Thomas didn’t make eye contact. He never spoke, and Seffy wasn’t sure if he even could, so she just talked enough for the both of them.

      Each day, Thomas was willing to let Seffy sit a little bit closer to him. After a few weeks, he tapped her on the shoulder, then pointed to a bundle of sticks he had apparently carried up the tree. Seffy watched Thomas push the sticks into the notches of the tree limbs, weaving one branch into the next. Once Seffy understood what he was doing, she began to help, and they soon had the beginnings of a floor.

      The next day, Seffy brought rope with her, and showed Thomas how they could use it to hold their project together. A few weeks later, their tree fort was complete. Two nights after that, when Seffy said goodbye to Thomas and began walking home, she heard a rustling behind her. She turned to see her friend following her.

      “No!” said Seffy, louder than she had intended. “You can’t come with me. It’s not safe.” Seffy pointed back toward the jungle, but Thomas didn’t move. “If you want to explore different places, we can do that. We can go for walks together. But you can never go where I live. Do you understand? You can’t go anywhere near my father’s compound, and especially not his lab.” Thomas looked off to one side, but then he nodded.

      That was how they began exploring the island together, finding all its secret, magical places. They discovered dark caves and fruit trees, hidden corners and sandy coves. Until, one day, in one such cove, they were pretending to be pirates. Though, to be honest, Seffy was doing most of the piracy. Thomas was more focused on digging in the sand. Seffy was climbing around a rocky outcropping, trying to sneak up and take her friend captive, when she came instead upon a much larger version of him.

      Standing in front of the wolf-woman, Seffy felt no fear. The wolf, on the other hand, despite its fangs and claws, slowly backed away. Suddenly, Thomas bounded toward Seffy’s side. The wolf-woman moved faster than anything Seffy had ever seen. The she-wolf scooped Thomas up into her arms, saying, “Stay away from her. She’s not of our pack. Her kind are death.” She looked down at Seffy and shouted, “Go!”

      “It’s okay,” said Seffy. “I’m not going to hurt you.” She pointed toward Thomas. “We’re friends.”

      “Go!” shouted the woman with a snarl.

      “You don’t understand,” said Seffy.

      The creature lunged at Seffy, and more from surprise than actual fear, the girl ran. The she-wolf chased after her. Seffy couldn’t understand why the creature never caught her, why she was always a few steps behind. Once they reached the edge of the jungle, the she-wolf stopped, but Seffy kept running. She ran all the way to the door of her father’s lab…and straight into his legs.

      Seffy had no idea why her father was outside his lab. He rarely left it before nightfall. But today, he was standing at the doorway, and he saw his daughter running. He saw the creature that was chasing her.

      Worse yet, he saw the child she carried in her arms.

      

      ***

      “What happened?” asked Dr. Moreau.

      At first, Seffy remained silent, but she answered her father before he could ask again. She knew better than to make him ask again. She told him everything. A shortened version of everything. How she met Thomas. How she encountered his mother. How she ran.

      For some reason, Seffy expected her father to react like a normal parent. She thought he might tell her that everything would be alright. Perhaps he would chastise her for going near his creations. After all, they could be dangerous, and he wanted her to be safe. For some reason, she expected him to act like a normal parent. But he was not a normal parent. He was barely even human.

      Seffy remembered the screams.

      

      ***

      Somehow, by force of will alone, Seffy managed to break free of the memory. She had returned to the oasis, her back to the water. She managed to take two steps forward before collapsing to her knees.

      Seffy remembered the screams.

      Then Rose was there. She wrapped her arms around Seffy and squeezed so hard it surprised them both. “I can’t relive any more of it,” said Seffy, a single tear rolling down her cheek. “I hate him so much.”

      “Just try to focus on the present,” said Rose. “Focus on me.”

      Seffy couldn’t stop herself from shaking. “I can feel it coming back,” she said.

      Seffy remembered the screams.

      Behind them, from the very spot where Seffy had seen his image, the wolf-boy’s head silently broke through the surface of the water. He shambled toward the two women.

      “I don’t know how to stop it,” said Rose. “I’m still not sure how this place works.”

      “Please,” said Seffy. “Please. I can’t go back there again.”

      The wolf-boy continued trudging toward them. Step after plodding step, he grew inevitably closer. Clara leapt at him from one side, determined to stop his advance, but sailed straight through him. The creature paid her no notice, then reached out its right hand toward Seffy.

      “I’m here,” said Rose, grabbing both of Seffy’s hands. “Whatever happens, try to remember I’m here.”

      The wolf-boy’s fingertips pushed into Seffy’s back.

      Seffy remembered the screams.

    
  
    
      
        Chapter 29

      
      Seffy remembered the screams. It was the screams that drew her to her father’s lab. He had left the door open, but had it been closed, she still would have heard those shrieks.

      Even though Seffy had never heard him speak, she recognized the voice. After all, he was the only friend she had ever known.

      Seffy stood in the doorway, frozen. Her father stood with his back toward her, his heavy frame blocking most of the operating table, but she knew what he was doing. She knew.

      “I made them,” he said. “I can unmake them. This one was defective, inferior, and I want to know why.”

      From the doorway, Seffy couldn’t see the scalpel in her father’s hand, but she knew it was there. She knew he was using it to cut and tear…and the screams…and the blood…and the screams. Seffy ran.

      She had no recollection of reaching their tree, or of climbing up to their fort. Suddenly, she was just there, looking out across the face of the water.

      Seffy collapsed to the floor they had built together and curled into a ball.

      

      ***

      Seffy remembered the screams. The guttural howls that emerged from the wolf-woman’s throat triggered in Seffy an impulse to flee, but she forced herself to continue walking forward.

      Seffy didn’t understand how extraordinary it was that a ten-year-old girl had managed to carry a body, even a small one, halfway across the island. She had nobody to compare herself against, so she had no way of knowing how much bigger and stronger she was than most girls her age. She simply knew that this was something she had to do. If she couldn’t save him, she would at least make sure he wasn’t left to burn in some pit like rubbish. She would at least bring him home. So Seffy took a bedsheet from her room and wrapped him, what was left of him, in it. Then she carried him into the jungle.

      She had no rational way of knowing where to take him, so she headed toward the cove where she had previously encountered the she-wolf. She was barely halfway there when the wolf-woman found them.

      Seffy didn’t know how the she-wolf located them. She didn’t understand how the mother seemed to know that Seffy was carrying her son, covered as he was. A few years later, she would understand it had been by scent. But now, at ten years old, Seffy had barely any formal education, and “science” was just a word her father used when he was injecting her with strangely colored liquids in his lab.

      The wolf-woman fell to her knees, continuing to wail, and Seffy laid the body down in front of her.

      “I’m sorry,” said Seffy, tears streaming down her face. “I couldn’t stop him.” The wolf-woman didn’t acknowledge her presence in any way. “I hate him!” continued the girl. “I wish he was dead, so he could never hurt anyone else. I wish he was dead! And I’m never going into that lab ever again!”

      

      ***

      Seffy remembered the screams. They erupted from her throat as her father’s latest serum worked its way into her veins. In some ways, it was a morning like any other. Her father’s lab was pristine. Each of his three tables, including the one that held Seffy, had been scrubbed clean. The implements that filled the shelves were neatly organized into perfect lines. Every surgical tray was polished to the point of shining like a mirror. Seffy might have been able to see her reflection in the one next to her, if she hadn’t been strapped down.

      Yet today something was different. It always hurt. His experiments always carried pain with them, but this was worse than she had ever experienced. Seffy felt like the liquid dripping into her veins was burning her from the inside. Despite the consequences, she would have torn the needle out of her arm, had she been able.

      “I assure you,” said Moreau, “these histrionics aren’t going to make this go any faster.”

      Seffy screamed.

      “Yes,” Moreau continued. “I am trying a new formula today. Consider it a punishment for trying to hide instead of coming here yesterday.”

      Seffy screamed again and her tears began to pool on the surface of the metal table.

      “I understand that you were distressed because of your little friend,” said Moreau, “but it was for your own good. You can’t get too attached to these things.

      “Ultimately, this isn’t about you. My research isn’t something that I’m doing for you. It’s something that you and I are doing together for all of humanity. It will bring the world one step closer to genetic perfection. If that costs the life of one beast, or one thousand, you have to see that it’s ultimately worth it. If it causes you a bit of discomfort, then you have to understand that is necessary.”

      Seffy screamed. If she could have broken free of her bonds, she would have leapt on her father. She wanted, more than anything she had ever felt before, to tear her fingernails into his flesh, to sink her teeth into his throat.

      She watched her father turn the combination lock on the door to the strongroom he had built into his laboratory. Moreau pushed open the heavy door, entered, then returned with one of his journals. Once upon a time, when Seffy still asked her father questions, she’d inquired why he kept his journals inside a vault.

      “My work must survive,” he had replied, “and not just my journals.” He then pointed to the bed at the far end of the chamber and the supply-laden shelves that lined either wall.

      Today, as he did every day, Moreau sat down next to his only daughter, opened his journal, and asked, “How do you feel?”

      Seffy snarled, then lunged at him as best she was able, baring her teeth.

      “Interesting,” said Moreau.

      

      ***

      Seffy remembered the screams. They echoed across the island, and even strapped to a table in her father’s laboratory, she could see there was a strange hue in the sky. It was smoke.

      Lately, one day in the lab had faded into the next, a haze of pain and fear and the fire burning inside her. Now, there was real fire. The island around them was burning, and the screams, howls, roars were getting louder.

      Somehow, Seffy understood that her father’s creations had begun something she never could. They were fighting back against him. They were rising up.

      Her father walked over to the window, looked out, then calmly returned to his daughter’s side. From the table next to her, he picked up a journal and a test tube rack full of vials. Then he walked into his strongroom and, without a word, slammed the door shut behind him.

      Seffy wrenched her arms and legs against the restraints, hoping she might be able to loosen them. However, they were constructed to hold down a gorilla, so a ten-year-old girl had little hope of breaking free. The voices continued to grow louder. The sky continued to grow darker.

      Seffy could hear one voice rise above all the others. It was a strange mixture of a roar and a squeal. Then came a pounding on the laboratory door. Each impact was louder than the last. Seffy made one more attempt to break free of her bonds before the door came crashing in.

      In the doorway stood a bizarre hybrid of man, pig, and hyena. It looked down at her. Seffy stared back. The hyena-swine lifted a scalpel off a shelf and walked up to the operating table. He held the blade toward Seffy, who released a roar of such ferocity that it actually caused the creature to take a step back. Then it responded with a burst of barking laughter and moved toward her once again.

      “Stop,” came a voice from the doorway. The hyena-swine turned and looked at the she-wolf. “She’s not for you,” said the woman. “Can’t you see she’s one of us?” The hyena-swine looked back at Seffy, then walked toward the she-wolf. The wolf-woman remained motionless, never taking her gaze off the creature in front of her. “You won’t win,” she said, “but even if you did, my pack would tear you apart.”

      The hyena-swine continued moving toward the she-wolf until his snout was almost touching hers. He snorted once, then pushed his way past her and out the door. The she-wolf sniffed the air and looked toward the vault door to Moreau’s strongroom. She spotted the combination lock, let out a low growl, then walked over to the table and removed Seffy’s restraints.

      Seffy ran to the door and looked out. The air was full of smoke, and she could hear screams mixed with the roar of fire coming from across her father’s compound. Seffy expected the fire to be red or orange, like the flames in the hearth from a picture book, but it was just black.

      There was darkness all around her. She would never be able to find her way across the compound. How could she ever find…? “My mother!” she shouted, then ran back to the she-wolf. “We have to help her!” Seffy looked up toward the wolf-woman’s face and spoke a single word. “Please.”

      The she-wolf looked toward the strongroom door, then back down to Seffy. She lifted the girl into her arms, and they ran. Everything became a blur. There was smoke and noise and heat. And there were the screams. Seffy buried her face in the wolf-woman’s fur. Then she heard her mother calling her name.

      Seffy looked up to see her brother doing his best to guide their mother through the darkness. The wolf-woman put Seffy down next to them, then herded all three through the smoke. The next thing Seffy knew, they were standing on the docks, and her mother was pushing her toward a boat.

      Seffy held tight to the wolf-woman’s hand and refused to let go. She tried to pull the creature onto the boat with them. She might as well have tried to move the island itself. The she-wolf looked into Seffy’s eyes and shook her head. Then she removed Seffy’s hand from hers just as gently as Seffy would have picked up an ant. She was so strong. Seffy wished she could be that strong.

      The wolf-woman moved back up the dock. “Seven to the right,” Seffy shouted after her. The she-wolf looked back, and Seffy continued, “Thirteen to the left. Eight to the right. I watched him open that door every day.” The wolf-woman nodded, then left to go kill Seffy’s father.

      

      ***

      Seffy screamed. As she returned to the present, she let out an involuntary roar. Perhaps it was the only way she could release the brutal, inarticulate rage that threatened to overwhelm her. Rose held her until she was done screaming, and then long after, without ever speaking a word.

    
  
    
      
        Chapter 30

      
      Meanwhile, back in the gardens, Trevor continued to regale Rene with his thoughts on the wedding. “Therefore, in lieu of traditional centerpieces,” he said, waving his hands in front of him, “we will have a small vase holding a single red rose at the head of each place setting.”

      “Lovely,” said Rene. “Is there anything else?”

      “No,” said Trevor. “No, there is not…which is unfortunate.”

      A silence descended. After a few minutes, Trevor looked down at his foot, which had suddenly begun tapping on the ground. He looked back up at Rene, and the men shared a half-smile.

      “So,” asked Rene, “have you worked for Sir William for very long?”

      “No,” replied Trevor. “I only started quite recently.”

      “And what did you do before that?”

      “I was sent to recover an ancient artifact by my master. My previous master…in the Netherlands…which is where I’m from.” Suddenly, Trevor found himself experiencing the most horrible combination of sensations. His heart was beating faster and faster. His mouth was so dry that his lips began sticking to his teeth.

      “What kind of artifact were you…?” Rene began to ask.

      “What does it mean when a human gets a dry mouth, and its pulse starts racing?” asked Trevor.

      “That…seems like a rather odd way to phrase your question,” replied Rene.

      “What does it mean?!” shouted Trevor, who found himself beginning to sweat from any number of unspeakable places.

      “I imagine it would mean that they were troubled about something,” said Rene, “or worried.”

      “Okay,” said Trevor, pacing back and forth. Whatever was causing this horrific condition, he needed to figure it out, so he could make it end as soon as possible. “What am I worried about? I know it’s not the lying to you. I could do that all day. I’m quite good at thinking on my feet.”

      Rene looked confused.

      Trevor pointed back toward the chateau, and words began racing from his mouth. “Obviously, I’m feeling a lot of pressure because I want these people to like me and let me stay with them…and, ideally, not kill me. Clara already seems to like me, but Seffy clearly does not, and I don’t know which one is more stressful, because, yes, obviously I want to do well to impress Seffy and win her over, but I also really don’t want to let Clara down. Humans just have so many different emotions all at once, and they all get jumbled together. How do you navigate them?”

      Rene stared at Trevor.

      “So now, half of my companions are in your house, searching for a clue that will unlock the secrets of the ancient orb, and the other half are at the pond, fighting for their lives against my brethren, and I’m stuck here with no way to prove myself, and that’s really hard!”

      Rene still stared at Trevor.

      Trevor realized that somewhere along the way, his heartbeat had returned to normal. As had his mouth…and his sweating. “So when humans feel troubled by something,” he said, “sometimes all they have to do is talk about it. That’s incredible!” He turned back to Rene and continued, “Thank you so much. You’re a good listener.”

      Rene’s mouth fell open.

      “Oh,” said Trevor. “Obviously, you can’t tell anyone about this, or I’ll have to transform into a giant fly and tear your arms off.”

      “Oh my,” said Rene quietly.

      Silence descended once more. Rene looked around as if trying to decide whether it would be wiser to stay or make a run for it.

      “I thought of something nice we can do with the chairs!” said Trevor. “It’ll be so cute!”

    
  
    
      
        Chapter 31

      
      The bug-men were only a few steps away from Nikki when she again lost her footing and skidded down into the mud. Both males dove straight at her, claws drawn. This time, there was no way to escape.

      Her attackers bore down on her… And Nikki smiled.

      “Now!” she shouted.

      Christoph burst out of the pond and leapt high into the air. He grabbed each of the bug-men by a leg and brought them crashing to earth. The count landed in a crouch, lifted both creatures up by an ankle, and slammed them back into the ground. He did this over and over again, like a child banging utensils on a pot, before finally relenting. The bug-men lay motionless on the ground, but Christoph grabbed them by the back of their necks and dragged them into the pond.

      The count held both creatures under the water, pushing them face down into the muck at the bottom of the pond. Suddenly, the female was on his back. Nikki cried out to warn Christoph, but the woman had already wrapped her thin arms and legs around his torso. She thrust her face down toward his neck, and a narrow spear burst out of her mouth, plunging deeply into the flesh at the side of the count’s throat.

      Christoph swatted the woman away with enough force to throw her back to the shore. She landed in a roll and immediately returned to her feet. “What are you?” shouted the count.

      “The Scarab made me just for you,” said the woman. She retracted the spear, now stained red, back into her throat, then wiped the corners of her mouth. “He enjoyed the…symmetry of it.” The woman smiled. “I must admit, your blood really is impressive. I feel wonderful.”

      With a roar, Christoph leapt at the woman. She caught his fist in her hand.

      The count struck the mosquito-woman with his free arm. She staggered back a step, but that was all. The woman slammed her fist into Christoph’s chin. He staggered back as well.

      Once Nikki recognized the increased threat, her analytical mind kicked into high gear. She studied every detail about the bug-woman, hoping to find some weakness they could exploit.

      Christoph clasped his hands together and swung them at the mosquito. She flew up over them, then slammed both her arms into the count’s back, driving him to the ground.

      Part of Nikki wanted to look away from the beating Christoph was taking. Every time the bug-woman struck him, the sound made Nikki imagine a chef tenderizing a piece of meat that had somehow wronged his family. Still, she kept her eyes focused on her target. As best Nikki could tell, the mosquito was just as fast and strong as Christoph.

      “You might…” said Nikki.

      Christoph leapt back to his feet and wrapped both arms around one of the logs that had been placed by the side of the pond. The mosquito dove down toward the count, and he swung his giant club, hitting her with enough force to crack the log and send a shower of splinters into the air.

      “You might want to…” said Nikki.

      The mosquito picked up a log of her own and counterattacked. Christoph stepped back, barely avoiding the makeshift cudgel.

      “I don’t think that’s going to…” said Nikki.

      Soon, the fight had degenerated into both combatants standing in place, repeatedly pummeling each other with their bats.

      “Okay,” said Nikki. “You’re just going full Punch and Judy now.” She began backing away. “You know what? I’ll be over here if you need me.” Nikki moved farther away from the combatants, then popped open a panel on the side of her gun. Hopefully she could figure out what had gone wrong and make a quick repair.

      The mosquito dropped the remnants of her log, grabbed Christoph, and soared straight up into the sky. The count continued to strike at the mosquito while they rose, but the bug-woman simply ignored it, then she spun around and hurtled back toward the earth. At the last moment, Christoph shifted his weight and managed to pull the mosquito level with him. They shared the impact, and both combatants lay motionless on the ground. Unfortunately for Nikki, the mosquito was the first to get to her feet. Even more unfortunately, the bug-woman suddenly locked eyes on her.

      “What an incredible opportunity,” said the mosquito, spotting the ring on Nikki’s finger. “Nothing would make the Scarab happier than killing another woman the count loves.” The lance again emerged from the creature’s mouth, and she leapt toward her prey.

      Nikki instinctively threw her hands up to protect herself, and the needle plunged into her right forearm. She could feel the blood being pulled out of her, but before she could even scream, the mosquito’s head snapped back, wrenching the spear free from Nikki’s body.

      “Don’t touch her!” shouted Christoph, then he lifted the mosquito and slammed her into the ground. The woman sprang to her feet but stumbled several steps backward. Sensing weakness, the count leapt onto the creature and pressed his attack, relentlessly hammering her from all sides.

      Nikki saw something change in Christoph. It was as though, with every blow struck, the beast he held within was slipping free of its shackles. He attacked with a viciousness, a kind of animal fury, that reminded Nikki of Seffy at her worst. The count’s fangs slid into place, and he began tearing into the mosquito-woman again and again. He continued long after she had stopped moving. Then, with a primal howl, he literally tore his opponent apart, leaving both Nikki and himself streaked with green blood.

      The count stared blankly at Nikki. Seconds later, when focus returned to his eyes, he abruptly spun away. Nikki had no idea if this was because Christoph was ashamed or if, once released, it simply took time to force the beast back down. After tearing a strip of cloth off her dress and wrapping it around her wounded arm, she walked up behind him.

      “I didn’t want you to see that part of me,” said Christoph.

      “I know.”

      “But I couldn’t let it happen again… I couldn’t let her hurt you.”

      “I know,” replied Nikki softly, then she placed a hand on Christoph’s shoulder. Without turning back, he reached up and rested his hand on hers.

      They stood silently until Nikki asked, “Do we need to do something about these…bodies?”

      “No,” replied Christoph. He turned to face her but kept her hand. “I have people who will take care of that for us. I just need to call them.”

      “They must have a phone back at the chateau,” said Nikki.

      “There are other ways to call someone,” replied Christoph.

    
  
    
      
        Chapter 32

      
      The ladies found themselves back in Moreau’s lab, looking at a ten-year-old Seffy strapped to an operating table, struggling against her bonds while the island burned around her. “I remember fire,” said the ghost, who had now taken the younger Seffy’s place on the table. “It was everywhere. I wanted to get away, but I couldn’t. I was trapped.”

      The scene shifted around them, and they were back in the study. The men moved toward the girl, and she lifted her hand. Suddenly, a ball of flame leapt from the fireplace. The men screamed and thrashed as their flesh charred. It all seemed to happen with impossible speed. Then the flames spread to the girl. She stood there, motionless, though the fire began to consume her body.

      “I was trapped, but I didn’t want to die,” said the ghost. The rest of the tableau faded, leaving only the girl standing in the center of the room. She turned to look at Clara. “It said it would save me. It promised.”

      “What told you that?” asked Rose, moving between the ghost and Clara. “Was it the thing you were holding?” The girl nodded. Every one of her instincts told Rose she was about to tread on dangerous ground, but she knew she had to continue. “Did it look like this?” she asked, holding up a picture of the orb.

      “No,” said the girl, and the image of Professor Moriarty dropping a gauntlet on the stack of blueprints exploded back into Rose’s mind. She knew it had come from the ghost.

      “Your father used this orb as a paperweight?” asked Rose.

      The girl nodded. “In his other study,” she said. “His public one. This place was only for the most dangerous things. You have to keep the dangerous things hidden away.” The ghost stepped away from Rose and looked into Clara’s eyes.

      “Hi. I’m Clara,” she said, waving.

      “Help me,” said the ghost. She stretched out a hand. Her right hand.

      Rose looked back into her memory. When the ghost reached out for her in the forest, she used her right hand. When she touched Seffy’s forehead, she used the index finger of her right hand. But when she was in fear for her life, surrounded by enemies, the girl picked something up off the floor with her left hand. She held her left hand out toward the men.

      She was left-handed. So why wasn’t she using it now?

      The young detective looked down at the girl’s left hand, and her eyes seemed to slide right past it. She tried again, but she was unable to focus on it, unable to see what it was holding, as though whatever it was did not want to be seen. Rose realized that, whatever it was the girl had picked up, whatever she had used to kill the men in black, she was somehow holding it even in death.

      The ghost took a step toward Clara. “Help me,” she repeated.

      “Clara, be careful,” said Seffy. Although still shaken from her own experience, she was aware enough to recognize the threat to her friend.

      “It’s okay,” said Clara. “I want to help.” She held up her hand, palm outward, toward the ghost. The ghost matched Clara and pushed her right palm up against hers. Rose continued to focus on the girl’s other hand. The world around them seemed to ripple for a moment, then the ghost pulled away.

      “What are you?” asked the ghost.

      “Hi, I’m Clara,” she said, waving. “We just met earlier.”

      The ghost took two steps backward, saying, “I…I don’t…”

      “I wish I could find some snacks for you,” said Clara. “I feel like that would help.”

      Rose closed her eyes, holding on to the picture of what she had just seen. She wasn’t sure why the ghost was unable to affect Clara, but in that brief moment when they made contact, and the world around them shuddered, Rose managed to catch a glimpse of the object in the girl’s hand. Just remembering it caused a chill to run up her spine.

      Somehow, in the midst of this madness, Rose felt a flood of relief that Jay wasn’t there. He had stayed watching over Trevor. He had stayed safe. And she didn’t even have to trap him in a container. Maybe she didn’t give him enough credit.

      Rose knelt next to the ghost. With more pieces of the puzzle falling into place, she knew what she had to do, even if it was the last thing in the world she wanted. “It’s okay,” Rose said to the girl. “I can help you.” Rose held up her hand, palm outward, just as Clara had done. The girl cautiously approached her, then held out her hand to make contact.

      Once again, Rose could feel her memories spinning around her, but this time she was prepared. After all, she already knew where the girl was taking them next. When Rose emerged from the whirlpool of her past, the girl had disappeared, and the three women were standing in a village square. Small cottages surrounded them on every side, each one pressed close to the next, walling them in.

      Clara walked up to the nearest cottage and tried to open the door, but it wouldn’t budge. “Don’t bother,” said Rose. “We’re not really in a village. Each time she takes us to a new location, it’s always bounded, by the forest, by the sandstorm, by these walls, because we’re really not anywhere new at all. We’re always in her father’s study. We just haven’t seen the real thing. Not yet.”

      Rose walked over to Seffy and beckoned for Clara to join them. “I’m not sure why she keeps taking us to a new place before each memory. There may not be a rational reason for it. It seems more like a compulsion. Regardless, it doesn’t matter right now. I know what’s causing all of this. Well, most of it.” She could tell Seffy was still not herself and put a hand on her arm. “But that doesn’t matter right now either. I need you to prepare yourself for where she’s taking us next.”

      “How do you know what she’s going to make us see?” asked Seffy.

      “In the last scene she showed us,” said Rose, “when the men were burning to death, one of them was wearing a raven pin.”

      “Her father?”

      “Yes,” replied Rose, “and I believe she blames herself for his death. So I know exactly which of my memories she would have been drawn to.”

      “Please tell me you don’t mean…” Seffy’s sentence was cut off by the tolling of a grandfather clock in the distance.

      “I’m sorry,” said Rose.

      The world shifted around them, taking them back to the place where Hina was lost.

    
  
    
      
        Chapter 33

      
      The four students and their two teachers looked up at the church on the hill. It would have been a daunting sight even in the best of conditions, and this was far from the best of conditions. The cold, steady rain cascaded down its exterior walls, wearing away the few patches of paint that remained. Something flitted around one of the holes in the roof—whether it was a bird or a bat was unclear against the darkness of the night sky.

      “Seriously?” said Nikki. “This looks like where you’d go to research a textbook on how to get murdered.”

      “This is it,” said Hina. Then she began walking up the hill. The rest of the group trudged after her.

      They continued on in silence until they reached the front door, and Nikki said, “Even if we knew for sure this was the place…”

      “I know for sure this is the place,” said Hina. “I saw it in my dreams.”

      “Even if we had some scientific basis for knowing this was the right place,” continued Nikki, rolling her eyes, “how would we know we were here on the right day, let alone the right time, for this vague premonition of yours to come true?”

      “Because I feel it,” said Hina. She pushed open the front door. One of its hinges broke away, leaving the door hanging at an awkward angle. “We’re meant to be here.”

      Hina walked through the doorway, and Nikki said, “That’s not a rational answer.” She waited a moment for a response, then shouted through the entrance, “You’re being guided by superstition, and this quasi-religious mumbo jumbo isn’t going to… Damn it!” Nikki stormed through the doorway after her.

      Rose watched Nikki disappear into the darkness and tried to dissect what she was feeling. Over the course of their adventures, she had learned to trust her intuition. Hina would have called it divine guidance. Nikki would have said it was her unconscious using her observational skills to assemble answers before her conscious mind could recognize them. Either way, when Rose gazed through the open door into the shadowed interior, something told her not to enter.

      Elizabeth checked both of her sidearms and the shotgun strapped across her back, then walked through the doorway. Seffy looked back toward Rose, who gave her a quick nod. Then Seffy crept silently into the church, leaving Rose and Sheridan alone in the rain.

      Sheridan stared ahead, never making eye contact as she said, “I can’t believe you led her here.”

      “I didn’t lead her here,” replied Rose. “Her dream led her here. I just helped to track down the location.”

      Sheridan turned to Rose and placed her hands on her hips. She shot Rose that look which seemed to shout, “You’re not worth the time it would take to explain why I’m right.” Rose hated that look.

      “After everything we’ve been through,” said Rose, doing her best to keep a neutral tone, “I can’t believe that you don’t trust Hina.”

      “I do trust her,” said Sheridan. “I just don’t follow her blindly.” She shook her head, shot Rose that damned look again, and moved toward the entrance. After three steps, she stopped. With her back still toward Rose, Sheridan said, “She’s hiding things.”

      “What kind of things?” asked Rose, preparing herself for their conversation to devolve into an argument.

      Sheridan turned back toward her. “I think she started recruiting again.”

      Rose stared at Sheridan while those words sunk in. Ever since the end of their first adventure, they had kept the same numbers. Two teachers. Four students. Six in all. Hina insisted that was how it was meant to be.

      “Are you sure?” she asked.

      “Not completely,” replied Sheridan. “I overheard her on the phone. She was just making inquiries, but the real question is why? Why now?” Sheridan paused, as if unsure how to express her next thoughts. “Hina’s faith…her visions, they’ve always guided her, but she’s never known exactly where she was going to end up. I think this”—Sheridan swept her arms out toward the church—“all of this, is part of some greater vision, but that this time…she does know where it’s leading.”

      In that moment, Rose realized just how badly she had misread the situation. Sheridan hadn’t been looking for an argument. This wasn’t their usual rivalry. She was genuinely reaching out.

      “Then why wouldn’t she tell us about it?” asked Rose.

      “Because,” replied Sheridan, “I think she’s scared.”

      Throughout all their adventures, Hina remained adamant one should never make decisions out of fear. Even in moments of danger and despair, she never seemed frightened. She always possessed an unflappable belief that everything would work out in the end. If Sheridan was right, and they were on the road to facing something horrifying enough to change all of that… A chill crept up Rose’s spine.

      “Thank you for telling me,” she said.

      Sheridan nodded. “I wish I had more. I wish I had some kind of answers, but I don’t. I just…I just thought you should know.” With that, she gave Rose a half-smile and walked through the door.

      Rose took a deep breath and did her best to push away the fear that now seemed to hang in the air. Then she followed Sheridan inside the church.

      The interior of the building was no more inviting than the exterior. A support beam had fallen from the ceiling and half-crushed the pulpit, knocking most of it to the ground. Rose ran her flashlight along the rest of the ceiling, trying to gauge how likely it was to come crashing down on top of them. Several bats fluttered away from the light, but the architecture appeared to be in decent condition.

      Rose walked over to examine the fallen beam. It was cracked, but not rotten. It almost appeared as though something had pulled it down onto the pulpit. In the wreckage, she spotted a torn piece of cloth embroidered with a series of strange symbols. The pews were all in place, bolted securely to the floor and thankfully empty of anything save dust and grime. Rose caught Seffy’s eye and sent her a look that asked if she could see or smell anything out of the ordinary. Seffy responded with a quick shake of her head.

      “We should split up,” said Elizabeth. “Cover more ground.”

      “Step one,” said Nikki, pantomiming writing in a book, “upon entering the creepy church, immediately split up. Congratulations! You’re well on your way to getting murdered.”

      Elizabeth barked back at her. “The faster we find whatever we’re looking for, the faster we can get out of here.” Rose was shocked at her tone. She had heard it said that familiarity breeds contempt. Perhaps, after three years of adventuring together, Elizabeth had simply become too familiar with her teachers, but Rose feared it was something more.

      Rose was about to intervene, but Hina, ever the peacemaker, got there first. “Everyone, please,” said Hina, holding up her hands, “let’s stick together for now. It’s not like the rest of you are going to be able to recognize anything from my dreams. Besides, we’re going to be here for a while regardless. It’s only half past eleven, and nothing is going to happen until three a.m.”

      “And you know this because?” asked Nikki.

      “The dream always begins with the tolling of a clock,” said Hina. “It strikes three times.”

      “It could be three in the afternoon,” said Elizabeth.

      “No,” replied Hina. “The church is surrounded by darkness. It’s definitely night.”

      “Then why are we here now?!” shouted Elizabeth, her voice echoing through the building. She folded her arms across her chest and stared expectantly at Hina. Perhaps Rose was going to have to play the role of peacemaker after all.

      “I understand this seems strange to some of you,” said Hina, looking from Elizabeth to Nikki, “but I’ve seen this place every time I closed my eyes for the last six months. When Rose managed to track down its address, I knew we had to come here as soon as possible. There’s a reason we’re here now, even if we don’t yet know what that reason is.”

      Nikki opened her mouth, but before she could speak, Rose added, “The problem with signs is you have to interpret them correctly. Right now, Hina is doing her best to make sense of tiny fragments of dreams. Even if we can’t all relate to that directly”—she looked at Nikki and continued—“we can at least understand how frustrating it is to work with incomplete data.”

      Rose shifted her attention to Elizabeth. “As a practical matter, we’re already here. So we might as well explore this place and see what we can find.” Rose nodded to Hina, who began making her way through the various rooms in the church with the others following her in a triangular formation.

      Scanning the rest of the team, Rose noticed Elizabeth tapping her hip holsters. It was always her habit to keep a hand near one of her weapons, but tonight it seemed more compulsive than usual. Rose made her way over to Sheridan, nodded toward Elizabeth, and whispered, “She shouldn’t be here.”

      “It’s better for her to be with us than alone,” replied Sheridan.

      “Elizabeth can be reckless at the best of times,” said Rose. “And she just buried her father.”

      “I’ll watch her,” replied Sheridan.

      “We have no idea what we’re walking into,” said Rose, “and she tends to deal with the unknown by exercising her trigger finger.”

      “I’ll watch her,” repeated Sheridan.

      When they reached the end of a long hallway that connected the church to the rectory, Hina stopped. “This is it,” she said.

      “How do you know?” asked Nikki.

      Hina pointed to a large grandfather clock against the wall. Something twisted in the pit of Rose’s stomach, and her intuition shouted at her once more. She shared a knowing glance with Sheridan and said, “That isn’t good.”

      “Why not?” asked Hina. “We must be on the right track.”

      “Look around,” said Rose. “The rectory is in better shape than the rest of the church, but not enough to indicate someone has been looking after it.”

      “I don’t understand,” said Hina.

      “What do you hear?” asked Sheridan.

      “Just the ticking of the clock,” said Hina.

      “Exactly,” said Sheridan. “In a run-down church in the middle of nowhere, with no one around to wind it, how exactly is that thing still running?”

      It didn’t take long to search the rest of the rectory. It was a modest apartment, only three rooms in total, and it was largely empty save for a bed, a stove, and the impossible clock. Rose had hoped they might find something else out of the ordinary, some kind of clue, but at least the roof here was intact enough to keep them dry while they looked.

      Nikki closed the front panel of the grandfather clock after finishing a thorough examination. “Okay,” she said, “I can now confirm that this is definitely a clock.”

      “Nikki,” said Hina.

      “I’m being serious,” replied Nikki. “As far as I can tell, it’s just a clock. It’s normal in every way, just like everything else here.”

      “Then why is it running?” asked Hina.

      “If I had to guess,” replied Nikki, “someone stops by every eight days or so to wind it.”

      Hina shook her head. “We’re here for a reason. You’ll see.”

      “At three o’clock?” asked Nikki.

      “Yes!” shouted Hina.

      Elizabeth looked out the window for the third time in as many minutes. The rain had slowed down to a soft patter. “I’m going to secure the perimeter,” she said.

      “Alone?” asked Seffy.

      “You’re welcome to come with me,” replied Elizabeth, “but we’ve been here for almost a half hour, we apparently have to wait another three, and I’d like to do something more than just stand around.”

      “I’ll go with you,” said Sheridan.

      Elizabeth moved toward the exit, and Rose pulled Sheridan to one side. “Don’t even start,” said Sheridan. “Not that long ago, you were saying Elizabeth shouldn’t be here. Now she wants some space, and you’re going to tell me to stop her?”

      Rose opened her mouth to respond, but Sheridan kept going, “I’ll be with her. I’ll make sure we never get more than five minutes away, and I might even get her to talk to me about what she’s going through.”

      Rose pursed her lips. She couldn’t shake the feeling that whatever they decided, it was going to be wrong.

      “What would you do if it was Seffy?” asked Sheridan.

      Rose exhaled deeply. “Fine,” she replied. “You can go.”

      “Thank you,” said Sheridan. “But I actually don’t need your permission.”

      “You are consistently the most contrary person in the world,” said Rose.

      “Hey, don’t sell yourself short,” said Sheridan. “You’re right up there.”

      At that, Rose found herself unable to stifle a brief laugh. Luckily, she managed to stop before Sheridan could notice, then she watched at the window until Elizabeth and Sheridan disappeared down the hill. Hina walked over to Rose and said, “They’ll be fine.”

      Rose thought she spotted fear in Hina’s eyes, but she wasn’t sure how much her recent conversation with Sheridan was influencing her perceptions. Still, she wanted desperately to shout, “What are you afraid of? What would be so terrifying that you couldn’t talk to me about it?”

      Before Rose could even open her mouth, Hina seemed to read her mind. She wrapped an arm around Rose and said, “Everything’s going to be alright.” Then she squeezed her tightly and whispered, “This is just the beginning.”

      The clock began to toll midnight. After the first strike, Rose noticed Seffy sniff at the air. On the second strike, a confused expression spread across Seffy’s face. After the third strike, all was silent.

      Rose looked back at the clock. It had been bisected by a strange, glowing circle floating in the middle of the room. The circle cut through not just the clock but a section of the wall and ceiling. Before anyone could speak a word, the first tendril emerged.

      The gray-green tentacle stretched out from the portal, creeping along the floor toward Hina, who was suddenly frozen in place.

      “Get back,” shouted Rose. The tendril abruptly changed direction, darting toward Rose and wrapping itself around her forearm.

      With a tug, the tendril knocked her to the ground and began pulling her forward. Rose hacked at its limb with her saber, but she couldn’t break the skin. The tentacle whipped up and down just once, but the force sent Rose’s weapon flying from her hand. She was trapped. Helpless.

      At first, Rose couldn’t understand this sudden feeling of despair that threatened to overwhelm her. Then she realized it seemed to be emanating from the tentacle itself. She could feel a weakness spreading from her arm to the rest of her body, and not just a physical frailty. It was as though the creature were sapping her will to resist.

      Three more tendrils emerged from the portal, and a strange humming noise filled Rose’s head. It grew increasingly louder, and she struggled to remain conscious. Darkness closed in around her field of vision, then Rose saw Hina standing over her, holding her saber.

      It took all of Rose’s strength to force enough air from her lungs to shout, “Don’t let it touch you!” Hina knelt, holding the blade just over the tentacle, then looked up. Seffy, her gray skin indicating she had taken her rhinoceros serum, leapt in from the other direction and stomped down on the saber, driving it straight through the tendril and into the floor.

      Rose swore she heard a scream inside her head, and the severed limb thrashed wildly next to her. The end of the tentacle remained wrapped around her arm, but she was free. Rose felt a rush of cool air enter her lungs, and her vision began to clear. She shook her head to try to accelerate the process while Seffy helped her to her feet.

      Rose looked back at the portal. A half-dozen more tentacles had appeared, latching onto the wall and the floor. Nikki blasted away at them, but the tendrils simply ignored her attacks, now moving in unison to pull the rest of the creature’s body through.

      Rose, like most people, found the sound of nails on a chalkboard to be repulsive. Unwilling to let a sound have that kind of control over her, at the age of eight, she trained herself to ignore it. Then, she sought to understand why that frequency caused the same horrified reaction in so many people. One theory she had was that it triggered the memory of a danger cry from some previous moment in our evolutionary history.

      The creature’s head pushed through the portal, and all Rose could think was that it was the visual equivalent of nails on a chalkboard. It triggered some innate sense of dread which lurked inside of her. First came its beak, not unlike that of a bird, but with four segments, top, bottom, left, and right. Over each section of beak, there was a single oblong eye. The creature’s face had a bizarre symmetry, in direct contrast to the chaotic mass of writhing tendrils which made up its body. It could have rotated its head ninety degrees, or flipped it upside down, and looked exactly the same.

      The beast spread its beak wide, and from its maw rose a wail like a thousand nails on a thousand chalkboards. It echoed around the women, coming at them from every side. Suddenly, Rose knew with a quiet certainty that, in the early days of humanity, this was the thing that lurked just outside the perimeter of the firelight. This was the beast that city walls were built to keep out. This was evil incarnate, fear itself, and there was only one rational thing for the team to do.

      “Run!” shouted Rose.

    
  
    
      
        Chapter 34

      
      They fell back through the hallway which connected the rectory to the church proper. The beast pursued them, crashing through the walls like an adult rampaging through a child’s playhouse. Seconds after the team reached the church, the creature exploded through the doorway behind them. It tore a pew from the ground, taking a good section of the floor as well, and hurled it their way.

      Rose threw herself to the ground to avoid it. She could feel the air forced from her chest when she hit the floor. The pew crashed halfway through the wall behind her, and she was blinded by the flash of Nikki’s gun breaking through the darkness. Unable to breath, barely able to see, Rose struggled to her feet and stumbled in the direction of the lightning. One blast after another after another…

      Rose spotted Hina running toward Seffy and Nikki, who had taken cover behind the remains of the broken pulpit. The beast continued to rampage, thrashing its limbs indiscriminately, tearing the church apart. Its constant roars made Rose feel as though her stomach was full of jagged metal. She tugged at the section of tendril still wrapped firmly around her arm, but it refused to budge.

      A section of wall broke free near the top of the church and hurtled down toward Hina. Rose grabbed Hina’s arm and managed to yank her out of the way of the falling debris, sending them both sprawling to the ground next to the pulpit. They crawled over to join their teammates.

      Without needing to be asked, Seffy and Nikki both reported their current situation to Rose. Seffy, now back to her human form, was digging through her satchel. “I’m switching serums!” she screamed. “Brute force isn’t going to cut it against that thing!”

      Rose nodded, then looked over to Nikki.

      “My blasts are just bouncing off of it!” yelled Nikki between ragged breaths.

      “I thought you could adjust their intensity now,” shouted Hina.

      “Anything more, and we run the risk of the gun overloading,” yelled Nikki. “Then we’re going to have a smoking crater where this church used to be!”

      Rose peeked over the top of the pulpit to make sure their shouting hadn’t given away their position. The monster slammed two of its tentacles into the altar and the rest into the floor of the church, sending fragments of wood in every direction, then it loosed another roar. They could have been screaming twice as loud while firing off a cannon and still seemed quiet compared to the noise of the church exploding around them.

      “You should do that!” screamed Rose.

      “Do what?” asked Nikki.

      “Set it to overload,” Rose replied. Then she looked over to Seffy and continued, “Your panther form would be a good choice. We could use your speed.”

      “What do you want me to do,” shouted Seffy, “throw the gun at it and run?”

      “Not so much at it, as down its throat,” Rose yelled back.

      “I’m not sure that’s the best plan,” said Seffy.

      “I know,” said Nikki, “but it might be the best bad option we have.”

      Rose stole another glance at the beast, and Nikki held her gun out toward Seffy. “Hold the trigger down for three seconds, then throw it,” said Nikki. “Then run really fast.” Seffy took the gun.

      Rose stared at the monster. It continued to thrash around wildly, almost randomly. “It’s not looking for us,” she said.

      “What?” asked Nikki.

      “As soon as we were out of sight,” said Rose, “it stopped caring about us altogether.”

      “So what is it looking for?” asked Seffy.

      “I don’t know that it’s necessarily looking for anything,” said Rose. “But it seems like we’re beneath its notice.” Rose pushed aside any thoughts as to why this might be, focusing instead on what it could mean to their immediate survival.

      “So we could just run?” asked Nikki.

      “Maybe come back with some kind of army,” said Seffy.

      “That could be an option,” said Rose. “Maybe we…”

      “No,” said Hina. The other three looked back at her as though they had forgotten she was even there. “Whatever that thing is here for,” she continued, “we’re meant to stop it.”

      Rose looked at the beast, then back to Hina. Over the course of their adventures, Rose had learned to trust her intuition. Whether it was divine guidance, or her unconscious mind gathering data, the voice inside her said in the clearest register possible that Hina was right.

      “We stop it here,” said Rose.

      Nikki opened her mouth, but before she could protest, Hina grabbed her arm and looked into her eyes.

      “Please,” said Hina.

      For the first time in as long as Rose could remember, Nikki didn’t argue with Hina. She simply nodded and said, “We stop it here.”

      “On the count of three,” said Rose, “Seffy heads for the beast. The rest of us run for the door.” She grabbed Seffy’s hand before continuing, “Throw it down that thing’s throat and then get out of here, okay?”

      “I’ll see you outside,” said Seffy.

      Rose counted, and they ran. The young detective made her way through the ruins of the church. It was so dark, but what little light there was cast shadows of the creature’s thrashing limbs. Through her head echoed a high-pitched clicking that bled into a scream. And she couldn’t see her team.

      After seconds that felt like hours, Rose crashed through the front door. She felt a concussive force erupt behind her, knocking her to the ground. Ears ringing, she looked up to see Sheridan and Elizabeth running toward her. The tendril around her arm finally released and slumped lifeless to the ground.

      Rose spun around and looked back at the church. She breathed a sigh of relief when she saw Seffy standing in the doorway. Suddenly, Sheridan was helping her to her feet. She saw Elizabeth offering a hand to Nikki.

      “Where’s Hina?” said Rose. She could barely hear the words leave her mouth. Although the ringing in her ears was fading, it was replaced by the increasing drumbeat of her heart. “Where’s Hina!” she repeated. Seffy looked over at her, then shook her head.

      “The beast knocked the gun out of my hand,” said Seffy. “Hina saw it. She picked up the gun, and she ran at it. And the creature, it…” Rose ran toward the doorway, but Seffy grabbed her before she could make it through. “She’s gone,” said Seffy.

      Rose could feel her legs give out underneath her, and Seffy gently lowered her to the ground.

    
  
    
      
        Chapter 35

      
      “So how does it work?” asked Nikki, wringing the water out of her dress while they walked the forest path back to the chateau. Unfortunately, her attempts to use the pond to wash away the monster’s blood had done little beyond transforming her clothes from green to green-and-soaked.

      “How does what work?” replied Christoph. He had slung his jacket and vest under the crook of one arm, leaving his damp shirt pulled tight against his torso. Nikki couldn’t help but notice his muscles, particularly around the arms.

      “Your…cleaners,” said Nikki.

      “Essentially,” replied Christoph, “they’ll make everything go back to how it was before the fight. The bodies will disappear. The logs will be reassembled. It will be like none of it happened.”

      “Yes,” said Nikki, “but how does it work?”

      “I’m not sure,” replied Christoph. “Magic?”

      “I don’t believe in magic,” said Nikki.

      “I don’t know that magic cares whether you believe in it or not,” replied the count.

      “So why couldn’t they fix my dress?” asked Nikki. She looked behind her and realized the back of her outfit was dragging on the ground, creating a muddy trail.

      “They won’t come too close to people.”

      “Does that imply they’re not people?”

      “I’m not sure,” said Christoph. “I actually know very little about them.”

      “Then how did you find them in the first place?”

      “They found me,” he replied. “They offered to help me if I would do the same for them in the future.”

      “Do you even know what they’re called?”

      “The Black Hand,” said Christoph. “They’re called the Black Hand.”

      “And you don’t think that sounds a bit…ominous?”

      Christoph pointed up at his teeth. “Who am I to judge?” He looked down at the base of Nikki’s dress, tattered and covered in mud. “I could just tear off the bottom of that for you, if you’d like.”

      “I can’t show up at the chateau missing half my dress,” replied Nikki.

      “Of course,” said the count, waving a hand between their drenched outfits, “because then we’d look ridiculous.”

      “Very witty, Mr. ‘I’m Going to Throw Rocks at Them.’” Nikki then stared down at her dress so intently that she almost tripped over a root. Christoph held out an arm, and she wrapped her hand around his biceps. Then she placed the other hand there too, but not because she was particularly afraid of falling. Nikki had just always liked nice arms.

      “While I knew that Professor Moriarty had a reputation for creative schemes,” said Christoph, “I never expected one of his plans to include…anything like this.”

      “Nor did I,” said Nikki. While they walked together down the path, she tried to make out the dozens of birdsongs that rang out from the surrounding forest. Then she looked over at Christoph and asked, “Do you really want to get married in Greece?”

      “No, it’s okay,” said Christoph. “We can get married here.”

      “Someone’s on a roll today,” said Nikki, laughing despite herself. “You know what I mean. You told Rene you wanted to get married at a property you own in Greece. Was that real or just part of the act?”

      “A bit of both, I suppose,” said Christoph. “There’s an island near Crete, and it really would be a beautiful spot for a wedding.”

      “That sounds lovely,” said Nikki. “You own an island home.”

      “No…I own the island,” said Christoph.

      “Well, that sounds lovely too.” Nikki squeezed his arm just a bit tighter.

    
  
    
      
        Chapter 36

      
      Rose stared at the frozen image of herself sitting on the ground outside the church. In reliving it, she was struck by how quickly the whole thing had happened. Only a few minutes had passed between the moment the portal first appeared and when Rose came crashing through the front door. Even with Sheridan and Elizabeth starting back at the first sign of trouble, there was no way they could have reached the church in time to help. Rose realized, reluctantly, that she may have owed Sheridan an apology…or several.

      Rose waited for the likeness of her younger self to be replaced by the ghost, and then immediately knelt by her side. “It was my fault,” said the girl.

      “It wasn’t,” said Rose. “Just like what happened here wasn’t my fault. Or Sheridan’s. Or Seffy’s. Watching everything again, I understand that more than ever.”

      “But I killed him,” said the girl.

      “No,” said Rose. “It wasn’t our fault that Hina died. It was the monster that killed her. And it wasn’t your fault that your father died… That was because of the monster in his study.”

      “The bad men?” asked the girl, looking up at Rose with a confused look on her face.

      “No,” said Rose, “although the blame was partly theirs. I mean the monster you found on the floor that day. The one you still carry in your left hand.”

      The girl looked down at her hand as though seeing it for the first time, and the blur around it dissipated, revealing a pulsating mass of gray flesh in the shape of a monkey’s paw.

      “What is that?” asked Clara.

      “A cursed artifact,” said Rose. “I read about it in Hina’s library. It grants its user three wishes, but each one comes at a perverse and horrible cost.”

      “How horrible?” asked Seffy.

      Rose looked up at her friend and replied, “A father wishes for four hundred dollars. The next day, his son is crushed to death by machinery at work. The son’s employer gives the father four hundred dollars as a death benefit.” She looked back to the ghost and continued, “Now imagine that kind of power in the hands of a child afraid for her life.”

      The ghost continued to stare as if transfixed by the paw. Rose noted its single outstretched finger, then said quietly to the girl, “I know what happened now, almost all of it, but I need to ask you something. The way you can touch our minds, could you do that before the day the bad men came?”

      The girl looked thoughtful for a moment, then clarity spread across her face. She finally looked away from the monkey paw, met Rose’s gaze, and said, “I could always do that.”

      “And that’s why you stayed hidden away in the attic?” asked Rose. The girl nodded, and with the last puzzle piece falling into place, Rose smiled at her. “If you could let me into your mind the same way you reach into ours,” said the detective, “I can help you put your memories back in order.”

      Rose reached out a hand toward the ghost one last time, and the girl did the same.

    
  
    
      
        Chapter 37

      
      Anna ran from her toy box to the shelves along the side of her playroom. She moved down the line, touching each stuffed animal in turn.

      “Please hurry,” said her father. “You need to be off as soon as the sun goes down.”

      “But they’re all my friends,” replied Anna, returning to her toy box. “How can I pick just one?”

      “I’m sorry,” said her father, “but you have to pack light and travel fast. We need to get you to America before anyone knows you’re missing.”

      “Why do I have to go?”

      “Anna, please, we don’t have time for questions right now.”

      Anna looked up at her father, her eyes confused and pleading.

      He knelt in front of her and continued, “The men I work for, they have me research ancient and mysterious things…so they can turn them into weapons. I’m afraid they’ve found out about you…and what you can do…and that they’ll try to use you as a weapon.”

      Anna’s eyes looked a bit less confused.

      “They’re bad men,” said her father, “and I don’t want them to take you away from me.”

      “But you’re having Nanny take me away from you!” shouted Anna.

      Anna’s father put a finger up to his lips and made a hushing noise. “Nanny is going to take you to a nice lady,” he said. “This lady runs a school for special girls like you. You’ll be safe there.”

      Anna’s father pointed to his head. “Look in here,” he said.

      Anna closed her eyes and concentrated, just like her father had taught her. Eventually, the image of a newspaper photograph materialized out of the darkness. A pretty woman wearing a black dress and a large cross was flanked by four teenage girls.

      “That’s the nice lady?” asked Anna.

      “Yes,” replied her father.

      “Those other girls…will they be my friends?”

      Her father nodded. “I’m sure they will.”

      Anna smiled. She had never had real friends before. Maybe it would be okay if she could only take one of her animals. But it was still so hard to pick. Anna reached toward the shelf and grabbed the first toy she touched, a big floppy dog.

      Anna’s father stood and reached out his hand. She grabbed it, and he led her out of the playroom.

      “But why can’t you come too?” she asked.

      “The bad men check in on me,” he replied. “They’d quickly notice if I were gone. But once I know you’re safe with the nice lady, I’ll come and find you.”

      Anna smiled and squeezed her father’s hand a bit tighter. He pointed to his head and asked, “What do I see?”

      Anna closed her eyes. After a few seconds, the darkness quickly turned green. Brown lines formed into tree trunks, and the trees twisted together into an arch. “A forest with a doorway made of trees,” she said.

      They made their way down a flight of stairs, and her father pointed to his head once more. This time, Anna pictured a small pool of water in the middle of the desert. What did her father always call it?

      “An oasis,” she said.

      “Perfect,” replied her father. They walked into her father’s bedroom, where he took the floppy dog from her and packed it into a small satchel sitting on top of the bed. He pointed to his head yet again.

      This time Anna pictured a group of cottages packed together in a circle. “Town square,” said Anna, although she had always thought “town circle” would have made more sense. “That was easy. You use those three all the time.”

      “Well,” replied her father, “it’s important you…” His voice drifted off as they passed a window. The satchel slipped from his grasp and fell to the floor.

      Anna peeked through the glass to see three men in black robes standing in their courtyard. Two of the men wore strange masks that made them look like birds. One of these bird-men slowly pointed a finger up toward them.

      Without a word, Anna’s father lifted her into his arms. He ran back up to the attic and into her hidden playroom. Before the secret door finished sliding shut behind them, her father had opened the way to his study. He gently lowered Anna to the ground, then put a hand on the side of her face and said, “I have something in there that might be able to send the bad men away. But if anything happens to me…if I can’t make it to you, then I need you to lead the nice lady back here. She has to find my research. The bad men won’t know where it is, but the nice lady will…because you’ll be with her. You’re the only one who…”

      The door to the playroom slid open, revealing the three robed men. “A secret door,” said the one standing in the middle. “How quaint.”

      Unlike the bird-men on either side of him, this man’s mask was featureless. It made him look like his hood was empty, just a flat black void. Anna watched her father’s eyes widen. She didn’t need to be able to read his mind to know he was afraid. Her father turned and stood between Anna and the bad men.

      “You know who I am?” asked the man with the empty face.

      “You’re the one they send to…hurt people,” replied her father.

      “Come now,” said the empty man, “not just hurt. You know what they call me?”

      Anna’s father nodded.

      “Say it out loud,” added the empty man. “For effect.”

      “The Reaper,” replied Anna’s father, his voice so low she barely recognized it.

      “Then you can guess why I’m here.”

      The empty man walked into the center of the room, stopping beside Anna’s toy chest. His two companions stood on either side of the door as it slid closed. With the bad men spreading out, it was impossible for Anna’s father to block her from all of them. Anna latched onto the back of her father’s leg. The empty man peeked around at her. “Do you know what a Reaper is?” he asked Anna in a singsong lilt. Something about this tone made her wish she could disappear.

      Anna’s father did his best to keep her shielded from the Reaper. The empty man laughed and said, “We only want what is ours.”

      “She doesn’t belong to you,” replied her father, rediscovering his voice.

      “She belongs to you,” said the empty man, holding up his right hand. “And you belong to us,” he continued, holding up his left. “Therefore…” He clasped his hands together.

      The Reaper addressed Anna. “Your nanny understands how the world works. That’s why she called us. And that’s why she is still alive.” He cocked his head to one side before continuing, “Do you like being alive?”

      “Don’t talk to her!” shouted Anna’s father.

      “Fair enough,” said the empty man. “The irony is, even if you had managed to get her away, it wouldn’t have worked. The woman you hoped to send her to is gone.”

      “Did you…?” asked Anna’s father.

      “Hurt her?” replied the Reaper. “Kill her? Tear her limb from limb?” He took a few steps toward Anna and her father. Anna pulled herself even tighter against her father’s leg. “No. Didn’t have to. Our agents in America tell me that she has disappeared off the face of the Earth. Don’t know why. Doesn’t really matter. Her students are scattering to the wind. Her school is done.” The empty man took one more step forward. He brought his head in close to Anna’s father. “Unlucky, really.”

      Anna ran through the door into her father’s study. She hadn’t meant to do it. It wasn’t a conscious decision. Her legs simply took over, doing whatever they had to in order to get away from the empty man. It must have taken the bad men off guard, because they didn’t immediately pursue her. Anna looked around the study for a good place to hide.

      She knew she was never supposed to be in the study by herself. Her father told her he kept dangerous things there, but she didn’t have a choice. She had to get away. She turned just in time to see the bad men enter, one after another.

      Anna took a step back toward the shelves behind her father’s desk. She heard a voice inside her head. It sounded like broken glass covered in honey. “I can help you,” it said.

      “Enough of this,” said the empty man. “Go get her.” The two bird-men walked toward Anna. Her father ran into the study to intercept them, but the Reaper slammed him against the wall. Anna took another step back. Her foot bumped against the base of a bookshelf. It was just the slightest tap, but one of the specimen jars from the top row came crashing down next to her. It shattered on the floor.

      The men continued to advance toward her. “I can help you,” said the voice. “Just pick me up.”

      Anna looked down at the floor and saw a small withered hand. It was closed into a tight fist. Something about it disgusted her, but she couldn’t turn away. “Just pick me up,” said the voice. Anna picked up the paw. The moment it touched her hand, three crooked fingers unfurled from the fist.

      “Oh my God!” shouted her father. “Anna, you need to stop. Everyone needs to stop!”

      “I can help you,” said the voice, now growing louder. “Just tell me what you want.”

      “Anna, please put that down,” said her father. “You need to let me go!” he shouted at the empty man.

      The Reaper turned his hood toward Anna. “Oh hell,” he said, then let go of his grip on her father.

      “I can show you what they want,” said the voice. “I can make you stronger. Help you see into their minds. Just look.”

      Anna stared at the empty man. Behind his hood, within the void, she saw a black-gloved hand reaching out across the face of the Earth. Everywhere it touched, it brought war and blood and death. He wanted to use her. He wanted her to hurt people. Anna lifted the paw and held it out toward the bad men.

      “Anna, please listen to me,” said her father. Her gaze shifted toward him, and she saw a forest, then a desert, then a town. “You need to drop that thing right now. Please. I love you.”

      “Don’t listen to him,” said the voice. “He’s trying to trick you. He works for them. He’s one of them!”

      Anna was vaguely aware of the bird-men growing closer to her. They were right on top of her, but it was as though it were happening to someone else far away. Her mind flooded with images, and they all began to bleed together.

      A forest. A desert. A town. A void.

      A forest. A desert. A town. A black hand. A black hand. A black hand!

      The bird-men reached out and grabbed her, one from each side. “Don’t!” screamed her father’s voice. But it was too late. She had already made her choice.

      “What do you want?” asked the monkey paw.

      “Stop them,” said Anna.

      It all happened in an instant. The bird-men were dragging her across the room when the paw shook and one of its outstretched fingers slowly curled inward. The door to the study slid shut. And then the fireplace exploded.

      A ball of flame erupted into the center of the room. It covered the bad men. It covered her father. It covered Anna. She could hear screaming from far away. One of the voices sounded so much like her own. It all became lost in a tide of thoughts. She could see into the minds of the men, their thoughts and dreams and memories…and she could feel their pain.

      The pain of the bad men mixed with her own. It was the most horrible agony Anna could ever have imagined, and it only grew. Then, when her suffering was at its very worst, the monkey paw spoke once again. “What do you want?” it asked.

      “I don’t want to die,” said Anna. The paw convulsed once again, and a second finger curled shut.

      Then her perspective changed. She went from swimming in a sea of thoughts to floating above them. She looked down to see the bad men collapse to the floor, charred and shaking. She saw her own body fall next to them. She saw her father crawling past them, crawling toward her. She could see him reliving his happiest memories of her in his mind just before he stopped moving. Then she could see a forest, a desert, and a town.

      The monkey paw would not let her die. So Anna floated there, caught between life and death, between thought and reality. A mind without a body. Anna floated, looking down at the pain and the suffering, until she couldn’t stand it anymore. So she went away, and she was in a forest, and then a desert, and then a town, then back in the forest once more.

      But she couldn’t be back in the forest, because she had never left. She had always been there. Safe. Happy. Away from the bad things. What bad things? There weren’t any bad things. Just the forest. There was only ever just the forest. Forever and ever and ever.

      Until the others came. Three girls. Anna was afraid at first. After all, no one had ever come to her forest before. But somehow they seemed…familiar. She had seen two of them before, with a nice lady…and they were going to be her friends. So, she went toward them.

      

      ***

      Suddenly, they were all back in the study just as it looked on that day when Anna first found the monkey paw. Anna stared up at Rose, then flung her arms around her. Rose instinctively flinched, expecting Anna’s arms to pass through her, expecting to find herself falling backward into her memories once again. Instead, she simply found herself with a pair of arms wrapped around her waist.

      Rose wasn’t exactly sure how Anna had managed to recover a degree of corporeality. Perhaps regaining her memories and her mind had granted her control of her body as well. But ultimately, the how didn’t really matter. All that mattered was giving some kind of comfort to the shade of a poor, tormented girl. Rose hugged her close.

      In that moment, Rose Moriarty could hear Hina’s voice with perfect clarity. “Everything happens for a reason.” Although she knew what she was about to do carried no small amount of risk, Rose chose to push away the remnants of self-doubt which clawed at her heart and listen to that voice once more. “Anna,” said Rose as gently as possible, “you still have one wish left.”

      Rose felt Anna’s arms tense and then release her. The ghost girl stepped back, looked into the young detective’s eyes, and then nodded. Just nodded. With that, she walked to the middle of the floor and lay down. “Thank you,” she said. The last finger on the paw curled closed, and Anna was finally free.

      For the last time, the room shifted around them. At first everything simply faded to black. Then Rose clicked on her flashlight. The beam revealed they were still in the study, but the study as it truly was. The fire had long since gone out. The room was covered in dust and cobwebs.

      Rose turned her flashlight toward the floor, sweeping the beam of light to the spot where Anna had last lain and revealing a tiny skeleton holding the balled fist of a monkey paw.

      “Goodbye,” said Rose.

    
  
    
      
        Chapter 38

      
      Rose turned to her friends and said, “I don’t know if we’re going to find anything useful left here, but the sooner we start looking, the sooner we can get the hell out of this place.” The moment she looked at the first bookshelf, Rose knew something was still wrong. Although covered in a thick layer of dust, the books were otherwise intact. “These should be ash,” she said to Seffy.

      “And the heat should have shattered these,” replied Seffy, pointing to the other specimen jars lining the top shelf.

      The room lit up around them, and both women turned to see Clara stoking a newly kindled fire. “How did you get that started?” asked Seffy.

      “There’s a whole stack of wood right next to the fireplace,” she replied.

      “So the fire managed to kill everyone in the room without touching anything else,” said Seffy.

      “It was targeted,” replied Rose.

      “So it could have avoided Anna,” said Clara, “and just killed the others?”

      “Yes,” said Rose, “but that’s not what it does. The monkey paw twists every wish to include some kind of perverse price. The only exception being when one wish is used to cancel out another.” She nodded toward Anna’s skeleton.

      “How did you know that?” asked Seffy.

      “There was an upside to spending a year in Hina’s library,” replied Rose. Pushing aside the thoughts of Anna and the monkey paw, she reminded herself why they had really come here: to find some clue to help solve the mystery of the orb. She wiped the dust off a row of books to check their titles, desperately hoping to find something of use. Please don’t let this all be for nothing.

      As if in response, a book fell off one of the shelves on the far side of the room and hit the ground with a thud. Seffy and Rose walked toward it. It was a thin journal, and its cover was illustrated with a diagram of the orb. Rose bent down, and the instant her hand touched the journal, the word “help” passed through her head. The quiet whisper she’d heard upon first entering the room had returned.

      Just like before, Rose could only make out the one word, but now it struck her differently. A chill ran up her spine, and she turned to see that Clara had moved into the middle of the room. She was standing over Anna’s skeleton, staring down at the monkey paw. “Maybe we should take it with us,” said Clara.

      Rose immediately realized two things. The first was that the whisper had never truly gone away. The second was that it had never belonged to the ghost girl. “I can help you,” said the whisper. Rose turned her head toward the door. The void still blocked their exit. How had she not noticed that?

      “Clara, I don’t think that’s a good idea,” said Seffy. She walked over to the girl, but once she drew close to the paw, she stopped in place as though frozen. “Although…maybe it could help us defeat the Scarab,” she continued.

      “She’s right,” said the whisper in Rose’s head. “I can help you defeat all of your enemies.” Rose found herself compelled to walk toward her companions. “I could help you heal Nikki,” said the whisper. “I could help you save the world.”

      Suddenly, Rose was standing over the money paw without completely understanding how she got there. “I could help you bring her back,” said the whisper. Rose found herself bending down and picking up the artifact. The moment she touched the paw, three of its fingers uncurled. “Wouldn’t you like to see Hina again?” it asked. “What do you want?”

      Rose stared down at the monkey paw for what seemed like hours, then, with a flick of her wrist, she tossed it into the fire.

      The whisper in Rose’s head turned into a shriek, and as the paw burned, the study seemed to shudder all around them. Rose turned back toward the door. It was open. Clutching the notebook close, she wasted no time in ushering her friends toward the exit.

      Upon reaching the playroom, they found Jay seated on top of the toy box and looking exceptionally bored. Rose made her way over to him. “What are you doing in here?” she asked.

      “You were gone for quite a while,” he replied, “so eventually I came looking for you. Then I found this room and the darkness on the wall, and I figured that had to be where you were.”

      “And you didn’t come charging in after me?”

      “I have to admit, I was tempted,” said Jay, “but then I stopped myself.”

      “Why?”

      “I realized caring about you means trusting that you can take care of yourself.”

      Rose squeezed his arm. “That’s the nicest thing you’ve ever said to me,” she replied. And she meant it. If Rose had written the words herself, they couldn’t have been any more perfect, and she had to admit, she was more than a bit shocked. She really had underestimated him.

      Or had she? Rose looked down at the notebook in her hands, then opened it to find pages of detailed data on the orb. It was exactly what they had been looking for. Exactly. But in Anna’s memory, her father implied he had hidden his research somewhere the bad men could never find it. Surely that meant more than sitting on a shelf in his study, even if that study was behind a secret door.

      So, after everything they went through, the information they needed just fell into their laps? And Jay started telling Rose exactly what she wanted to hear? And the paw was so easily destroyed? It was all just too perfect.

      Rose shook her head and smiled. They had fought their way through so many layers of illusions, what was one more?

      The week after Rose’s seventh birthday, she began having a recurring nightmare about a monster that would crawl down out of the chimney. It was part coyote, part man, part soot and ash, and it would slowly creep its way to the foot of her bed while she lay paralyzed, unable to do anything but watch as it bared its stained teeth. It always ended the same way: the hair on the back of Rose’s neck would stand on end as the monster lunged.

      When Rose told her father what was happening, he said she had to choose between controlling her dreams or letting her dreams control her. The first step was recognizing it wasn’t real. The second was learning how to break free. They trained diligently, and soon, whenever Rose saw the chimney monster, she was able to close her eyes in the dream and force them open in reality.

      Rose closed her eyes now. She hadn’t been able to break free of Anna’s visions, but Rose told herself that was because she knew they were the product of a frightened child who was using them to reach out for help. This was different. This illusion didn’t come from a lonely girl, but from the thing that tormented her. A monster. And Rose wasn’t going to let it hurt anyone ever again.

      She could hear “Jay” asking if she was alright. She could hear Clara and Seffy talking in the background. Rose focused past the noise until it blended together into a dull hum. Then she forced her eyes to open.

      Rose was back in the study, precisely where she had been standing when she had wished to find notes on the orb, just seconds before the thin book had launched itself off the shelf. As she had deduced, nothing after that point, including the notebook, had been real. Rose looked around the room and saw Seffy and Clara standing frozen as though caught in a trance. Then she heard whispers beginning to creep in along the edges of her consciousness.

      Before she could even make out what the whispers were saying, Rose lunged down toward the paw and tossed it into the fireplace. Just as in the illusion, the whispers in Rose’s head turned to shrieks as the paw burned. Unlike the illusion, spouts of flame now erupted throughout the room. The darkness that had blocked the doorway was now replaced by a wall of fire.

      Seffy and Clara awakened from their trances with a start. The room was filling with smoke, so Rose pulled her friends down to the floor. She tore off a section of her dress to breathe through. “It was another illusion!” she shouted over the roar of the fire. “Unfortunately, I think this is all real!”

      Rose watched the flame engulfing the room and realized there was nothing more she could do. As cunning as Rose was, she couldn’t outwit fire, and if the blaze that killed Anna was targeted, this seemed like the paw lashing out with blind fury in the midst of its death throes… No. It was more than that.

      The flames seemed to prioritize every inanimate object in the room. As if, in knowing that Rose hoped to find notes in the study, the paw was determined to make her watch everything there burn before she died. Rose could smell the journals on the shelves turning to ash. She could hear the pop of glass jars shattering from the heat. The trio huddled closer together. Despair crept into Rose’s heart as the flames finally began to draw toward them. “We just have to hope that thing dies before we do!” she shouted.

      “Oh,” said Clara, who stood and grabbed a letter opener from the professor’s desk. “On it.” She lifted her hand up over her shoulder, then let the small dagger fly. Despite the smoke and flame raging around them, the letter opener found its target, piercing straight through the monkey paw and pinning it to a burning log. The conflagration around the girls immediately receded, opening a path for their escape.

      Although the doorway was still blocked by what appeared to be the back of the bookshelf, Clara lowered her shoulder and charged. The wood shattered around her, and she tumbled through into the playroom.

      “No studs!” called back Clara’s voice. Without a word, Rose and Seffy stepped through to follow her.

    
  
    
      
        Chapter 39

      
      The playroom was just as they had left it, with toys, murals, and absolutely no sign of Jay Watson. Clara approached the hole to the attic she had made earlier. “Maybe I can slide a set of shelves over that after we leave,” she said.

      Rose turned back toward the study and peeked through the now-perfectly-normal doorway.

      “Wait, are we not leaving?” asked Clara.

      The walls and floor of the study were intact, and the desk was still standing, but everything else in the room had been annihilated. If the professor had left any notes on the orb, they were gone now.

      Unless…they had never been in the study at all.

      Rose pulled her thoughts back to the vision of Anna and her father. Just before they were discovered, the professor told Anna, “If I can’t make it to you, then I need you to lead the nice lady back here. She has to find my research. The bad men won’t know where it is, but the nice lady will…because you’ll be with her. You’re the only one who…”

      If the professor had hidden his research somewhere for Anna to find, then why would it be in a room she had been forbidden from entering? No, it would have to be someplace she was familiar with. And what could be more familiar than the room which formed the center of her world. Rose began studying the murals that surrounded them.

      After a few minutes, Rose’s eyes were drawn to a small reproduction of a forest painted on the bottom corner of the far wall. It showed Red Riding Hood making her way through a clearing. At the end of that clearing, Rose spotted a tiny archway made of twisted trees.

      A forest. A desert. A town. The three locations from Anna’s illusions. The same images Anna saw in her father’s mind. “You use those three all the time,” Anna had said to her father… Maybe it wasn’t just to test her abilities. Maybe he used those particular scenes for a reason.

      “Search the murals!” Rose shouted to her friends. “Try to find an oasis and a town square!”

      “I have a town square over here,” said Seffy from the opposite wall. Clara had become distracted by a mousehole at the base of one of the murals, poking at it to determine if it was real or part of the painting. However, Rose soon found an oasis nestled among a depiction of the story of Ali Baba.

      Now that they had discovered each of the three images, all that remained was to figure out what to do with them. As there was little else around, Rose’s attention quickly turned to the massive toy chest in the middle of the room. Well, she thought, if I’m looking for the center of Anna’s world, that’s literally it.

      Rose studied the chest, then gave it a slight shove. It wouldn’t budge, and not just because of its size. The chest was affixed to the floor beneath it. “I’m sure Clara would be more than happy to tear up the floorboards for us,” said Seffy. Clara rushed over with a smile spreading across her face.

      Rose held up a hand and said, “Let’s try being clever first.” She inspected the various geometric shapes which adorned the chest. The star on the lid was golden, but Rose noticed the edge of its topmost point had been painted red, making it look more than a bit like an arrow.

      Rose gave the star a careful twist, and it yielded. First, she pointed it toward the forest arch, then the oasis, and finally the town square.

      A series of whirring clicks filled the room, making Rose feel as though they were standing inside a giant clock. Then the toy box lifted up and slid to one side, revealing a metal strongbox built directly into the floor. Rose looked down at the contents held within: three thick leather-bound journals. They had found the professor’s research. Now they just had to hope it included something useful about the orb…and that they weren’t still stuck in an illusion.

    
  
    
      
        Chapter 40

      
      Rene had read about piranhas in books. He had never seen one in real life, and he had certainly never seen anyone who had been attacked by them. However, watching Nikki trudge toward him, her clothing drenched, stained, and shredded, he couldn’t shake the feeling that he ought to make sure the pond was devoid of any carnivorous fish. Rene thought the count, although also wet, still looked quite regal.

      From the other side approached Rose, Seffy, and Clara, their clothing covered in dark splotches of ash. Clara was carrying a linen tablecloth wrapped around something bulky. “What happened to you?” Rose asked Nikki.

      Nikki looked over toward Rene, then said, “We ran into another couple who were after the same…date as us. We had a…long discussion with them about it.”

      “And then we fell into the pond,” added Christoph.

      “What happened to you?” Nikki asked Rose.

      “We made a thorough examination of the house, as ordered,” replied Rose. She turned to Rene and continued, “And we found one of the chimney flues to be in quite a state. Very disappointing.”

      “We saved the ghost who was living in the walls,” said Clara, “and then I killed an evil monkey paw with a little dull knife!”

      “We all did great!” shouted Trevor.

      Rene looked from Nikki to Clara, and then over to Trevor. “I’m afraid that we will not be able to accommodate your wedding at this time,” he said.

    
  
    
      
        Chapter 41

      
      As they made their way back to the chateau, Rose froze in place. “Wait, Trevor, why are you here?” she asked.

      “You brought me here,” replied Trevor. “I’m part of the team.” He let out a brief burst of forced-sounding laughter.

      “No,” said Rose. “I mean, why are you right here with us? You were supposed to stay in the car.”

      “He was trying to help me,” said Nikki.

      “No, that’s fine. I don’t…” said Rose. It wasn’t Trevor’s presence that concerned her. It was why Jay hadn’t been guarding him. If Rose harbored any lingering concerns that she was still trapped in some fantasy, they were gone now. She was back in the real world, where Jay Watson would never stand idly by when there was even the slightest chance to throw himself into danger.

      Rose dashed through the chateau, out the front door, and back to their cars. They were both empty, but in the back of Jay’s car she noticed a small streak of blood. Rose felt the bottom drop out of her stomach. It wasn’t the same as the panic she had been feeling lately in combat, but in its own way it was just as horrible. Her companions caught up with her, and Rose turned toward them.

      “Trevor, what happened to Jay?”

      “So,” replied Trevor, “about that…”

      

      ***

      Jay leaned back against the side of his car and watched as everyone else entered the chateau. Everyone, that is, except…

      “I think we should go too,” said Trevor from the back seat.

      “No, we shouldn’t,” replied Jay. He didn’t know why exactly, but Rose had asked him to watch over Trevor and make him stay in the car. Jay suspected this was busywork, intended to keep them both out of Rose’s hair. But it was one of the only times she had ever asked for his help, so he intended to perform this mission to the best of his abilities.

      “Maybe we could walk along the grounds?” asked Trevor.

      “No.”

      “Check for enemies…”

      “No.”

      “Take a more active role in the adventure.”

      “Definitely not.”

      “Then how am I supposed to prove myself to them?!” shouted Trevor, throwing his arms into the air.

      “Don’t care,” replied Jay. He was relieved when Trevor finally fell silent…for all of three minutes.

      “What’s your favorite human food?” asked Trevor.

      “What?” said Jay, certain he must have misunderstood the question. Although, in fairness, something else had attracted most of his attention.

      Trevor stood up and peeked over Jay’s shoulder. “What are you looking at?” he asked. “That worker?”

      “Yes. Although I don’t think it would be accurate to call him such. The more I watch him, the more it seems like he’s not really doing any work at all, just pretending to.”

      “That’s suspicious,” said Trevor. “You want to go after him, don’t you?”

      “No.”

      “You do! Wait…you want to prove yourself too!”

      “No. Shut up.”

      “Look, you go investigate, and I’ll stay right here.”

      As much as Jay hated to admit it, Trevor wasn’t wrong. Not about wanting to prove himself. That was just silly. He didn’t need to impress anyone.

      Although, if that were truly the case, why was he wearing cologne? He wondered if he put too much on. After all, he’d never used it before. He wondered if Rose had noticed. That was also silly. She noticed everything. Then he wondered if Rose thought he had put too much on…or if she liked the scent at all.

      Jay forced his thoughts back to the “worker.” Trevor wasn’t wrong about the man acting suspiciously, and Jay had enough experience hunting down criminals to recognize when someone was up to something nefarious.

      Jay looked from the worker to Trevor and then back again. “Don’t move so much as an inch,” he said, then walked away from the car and into the chateau.

      He made his way up to the young woman sitting at the front desk.

      “Bonjour,” she said.

      “Bonjour,” he replied, then continued in French with a flawless accent. “I see you’re in the process of preparing the chateau for an event.”

      “Yes, a dinner party hosted by the board of a very successful corporation, or so I’ve been told.”

      “I’d expect the guests will be well adorned, then? Fancy watches and jewels and such.”

      “I’d expect so,” said the young woman, who began to eye Jay with a seed of suspicion.

      Although jewels were always a tempting target, it didn’t fit with his suspect’s behavior. The worker wasn’t waiting for something that might show up tonight. He was on the lookout for something now. “Is there anything more you can tell me about this party?” he asked. “Will there be anything else that someone might want to steal?”

      The seed of suspicion now erupted into full bloom in the look which spread across the woman’s face. In response, Jay put on his most charming smile and said, “Please, I know that must sound like a strange question, but I’m with law enforcement, and I believe your worker may be up to something untoward.”

      “Well,” replied the young woman, “I’m really not supposed to say…”

      “It’s okay,” said Jay, touching her hand lightly. “You can trust me.”

      “We’re awaiting delivery of two cases of extremely fine wines for the party. We’ve been instructed to put them under lock and key as soon as they arrive.”

      “Thank you so much,” said Jay, heading for the door. “You’ve been extremely helpful.” He walked back outside…and immediately realized that Trevor had disappeared.

      One thing, he thought, walking back to the car. She asked to me to do one thing. His first impulse was that perhaps it would be fitting to give Rose a taste of her own medicine. When had she ever done anything he asked of her? But he quickly shook off this notion. It wasn’t what his father would have done. “You don’t treat people the way they treat you,” his father once told him. “You treat people the way you want them to treat you.”

      No, he had accepted a mission, and he was going to see it through. If for no other reason than to avoid the look of disappointment that would surely appear on Rose’s face when she realized he had let her down. Although that assumed Rose wouldn’t just hide her disappointment like she hid everything else.

      Jay was brought back to the moment by another car pulling up next to his. Three of its occupants, a thin lady and two men, exited the vehicle and made their way toward the back garden. The fourth, dressed as a chauffeur, tipped his hat to Jay and then sniffed the air. Although that seemed a bit strange, Jay wasn’t about to let himself be distracted by this minor mystery. He chose instead to focus all his attention on surreptitiously watching the worker go about the business of pretending to work.

      After observing the man for quite a while, Jay noticed two patterns. The worker would consistently keep watch on the front drive and, a bit less consistently, turn his attention to a covered truck sitting outside of the chateau’s carriage house.

      More time passed, then a truck drove up to the chateau and pulled around toward the back. The worker followed this truck and peeked around the corner to watch it unload its delivery outside the kitchen door.

      “Just vegetables,” said Jay from behind the worker, who jumped with a start. “Not what you were looking for.”

      “I don’t know what you…”

      “Look,” said Jay rather than letting the man finish, “I’m in a bit of a rush here, so why don’t you just admit you’re a lookout, waiting for the wine to arrive so you can signal your partner in the truck to drive over and steal it.”

      The man stared at Jay for a moment, then pulled a large wrench from his belt and swung it at him.

      “Or you can attack me,” said Jay. “That works just as well as a confession, really.” Jay dodged the man’s swing with ease, then grabbed his wrist and twisted it, causing the wrench to fall to the ground. The worker hurled a fist at him, but Jay blocked it and landed a punch of his own squarely onto the man’s jaw. The worker crashed to the ground.

      “You can either keep getting up and having me knock you back down,” said Jay, pulling out a pair of handcuffs, “or you can simply come along quietly. Of the two, I’d prefer the latter, but…” The man stood back up. Jay sighed. “Fine.”

      Several minutes later, Jay led the handcuffed man through the kitchen door. “This man is a thief,” said Jay. “He was preparing to rob the chateau. Please call the local constabulary, and I’ll go fetch his partner.” The chef nodded to one of his assistants, who presumably went running for the nearest phone.

      Jay turned to the chef. “Please watch him until the police arrive,” he said. “By the way, he was planning on absconding with your wine shipment.” The chef pulled out a particularly vicious-looking carving knife and advanced toward the restrained man. Jay clapped the worker on the shoulder, leaned in close, and whispered, “Spot of advice, don’t go stealing wine in France. They take that sort of thing rather seriously around here.” Then he walked out the kitchen door and closed it behind him.

      When Jay returned to the chateau with the second criminal, he was relieved to see that the rest of his party had yet to return. Hopefully, he’d have time to track down Trevor and drag him back to the car before anyone realized he was gone. Although, if Rose had been there to watch him hand his prisoners over to the local police, and she’d been just the slightest bit impressed, perhaps that wouldn’t have been so awful.

      Jay made his way back to the car, figuring that would be the most logical place to begin his search, and saw movement in the back seat. For a moment, he hoped Trevor had returned on his own. Unfortunately, as he drew closer, he realized it was instead the odd chauffeur he had noticed earlier.

      The chauffeur appeared to be thoroughly searching every inch of Jay’s car…with his nose? “Well,” said Jay, “I never expected to have to say these words…but please stop sniffing my automobile.” The chauffeur looked up, and Jay noticed a crazed look in his eyes. No. Not crazed. Obsessed.

      “He was here,” said the chauffeur. “Where is it?”

      “Who was here?” replied Jay. “Do you mean Trevor?”

      “He was here,” said the chauffeur, sniffing toward Jay. “You were with him! Give it to me!”

      “Look, sir, I don’t know exactly what you think is going on here, but…”

      The chauffeur swung at him. Jay dodged the blow instinctively, the chauffeur’s fist just barely grazing his jaw. Still, it was enough force to send a small stream of blood from Jay’s mouth splashing down onto the car seat. The chauffeur was strong. Too strong.

      Jay backed away from the car to give himself room to maneuver. The chauffeur leapt at him. Jay managed to roll to one side, but just barely. The chauffeur was as fast as he was strong, and he seemed to be…getting bigger?

      “Stop this at once,” said Jay, “or you’ll force me to defend myself.”

      The chauffeur’s only response was to lunge at Jay, so Jay punched him squarely in the gut…and almost broke his hand. He had to be wearing some kind of armor. That was the only possible explanation.

      The chauffeur continued to move toward him, and he was definitely getting bigger with each step. Black plates ripped through the chauffeur’s uniform. How could any of this be happening?

      A million thoughts raced through Jay’s head. What kind of tactic could he possibly use to fight this man? He realized he was near the edge of a forested area, so he turned and sprinted for the trees, hoping he might be able to use the terrain to his advantage.

      At first, Jay was certain the strange man was gaining on him, but once he reached the forest, he turned his head to find the man had disappeared. Then he heard a strange clicking noise coming from in front of him and skidded to a halt just in time to prevent himself from crashing into the chauffeur, who was now floating in midair.

      No. Not floating. Flying. On wings. The man had wings!

      But he could no longer truly be called a man. His clothing was shredded, replaced with a dark carapace. He had grown extra arms. He looked more like…like a giant bug. Jay stumbled backward and fell to the ground. How could this be real? The man must have hit him harder than he first thought. This must be some kind of delusion or…or…

      “Hi,” came a small voice, and the girl he had been traveling with walked between Jay and the monster. “Do you need some help?”

      He couldn’t remember her name. There was too much adrenaline rushing through his system, but yes…maybe he could distract the beast while the girl went to find help! “Run and get help!” he shouted. “There should be police close by. They just left, and they’ll have guns and…”

      “Okay,” said Clara. “I can help.” She then casually grabbed the flying monster by its leg and slammed it into a tree, then the ground, then a tree again.

      Suddenly, someone was helping Jay to his feet, standing in front of him. “I need you to focus on me,” said Rose, positioning herself to block his view of the monster.

      “What’s happening?” was all Jay could manage to say.

      “I can explain everything. Just look at me.”

      Jay heard a sound like someone beating a wet rug against a wall—whump, whump, whump—and he looked over Rose’s shoulder toward the girl and the monster. The sight made something rough and acidic rise in his throat, and he struggled to swallow it back down. “What’s happening?” he repeated.

      Rose moved to block his view once more. “Don’t look at Clara,” she said. “Just focus on me.” She reached down to his hand and gently tugged twice on his little finger.

      “Rose?” he said, as though just now recognizing her. A flood of different emotions clashed in his head. There was relief, because as soon as he saw Rose, he somehow understood everything was going to be okay. There was shame at, for the first time in his life, needing to be rescued. But ultimately, running through it all, there was just such utter confusion. The last few minutes had shattered so much of what Jay thought he knew about the world that he couldn’t understand how anything would ever make sense again. After what seemed like forever, he managed to force out the words “How did you find me?”

      “That was me,” said Seffy’s voice from behind him.

      Jay spun around to see a creature that looked half like Seffy and half like a bloodhound. “What is happening?” he shouted.

      “You okay over there, Clara?” asked the Seffy-hound.

      “I’m fine!” shouted back Clara. Whump, whump, whump. “How are you?” Whump, whump.

      “We’ll be okay,” replied Rose. “We’re just going to take Jay back to the cars.”

      “Okay,” said Clara.

      Seffy and Rose both slid an arm around Jay and began guiding him toward the chateau. Jay turned to Rose and asked, “What is all of this?”

      “This is what I’ve been trying to protect you from,” said Rose. “This is my life.”

    
  
    
      
        Chapter 42

      
      They sped away from the chateau with Christoph driving, Nikki in the passenger seat, and Rose and Clara in the back.

      Rose leaned forward to ask, “And you’re sure that you…?”

      “I feel fine,” replied Nikki. “Truly.” She continued paging through one of the journals as wind swept through her hair. “There’s a tremendous amount of information in here, but so far nothing on the orb. You?”

      “No,” replied Rose, searching through her own volume. “I’m currently in a section that describes artifacts his employers were searching for but hadn’t yet acquired. There’s an idol which can allegedly cause a man to grow fifty feet tall. A portrait that ages instead of its owner. But no orb.”

      “Mine has pictures,” said Clara, holding up the third tome.

      “That’s nice,” said Nikki. She glanced back at Clara, then continued, “Wait! Can I see that?” Clara handed her journal up to Nikki. “This is the pattern from the bottom half of the orb!”

      Rose leaned forward, then said, “It looks like the professor was pondering the possible meaning of the orb…through abstract sketches.”

      “Why would he do that?” asked Nikki.

      “I don’t think he understood its true importance,” replied Rose. “After all, he gave away the scepter box, and he was apparently using the orb as a paperweight.”

      “The most consequential paperweight in human history,” said Nikki, turning to the next page.

      “That one makes the rings of dots look like planets around a sun,” said Rose.

      “Two planets, then eight, then sixteen? That would be a lot of celestial bodies sharing a single orbit,” replied Nikki.

      “Unless…” said Rose. “Concentric circles of dots, rotating around a common center. What if they are in orbit, but they aren’t supposed to be planets?”

      “Electrons?” asked Nikki.

      “Exactly,” replied Rose. “What if they’re electrons orbiting a nucleus? Two in the first orbit, then eight in the next, then sixteen and so on.”

      “That would dramatically alter the way we understand how electrons layer. Currently, Niels Bohr is theorizing each layer can hold up to eight electrons, so…”

      “Fine,” said Rose. “We can submit a paper on it later. Regardless of how many are in each layer, there are eighty of them altogether, so this could represent an atom of…”

      “Mercury,” said Nikki.

      

      ***

      The occupants of the second car sat in silence while they drove behind Christoph. In fact, not a word had been spoken since they left the chateau. Trevor, seated in the back, was being uncharacteristically quiet. Given that Jay had clearly been disturbed by recent revelations, Seffy insisted he sit in the passenger seat so she could keep an eye on him as she drove.

      After they had helped Jay back to his car, Rose moved toward the back seat, as though she intended to travel with them. Then Nikki called to her from the other car and began asking a series of questions about the journals they had found. Rose turned to Seffy with a pleading look in her eyes. Seffy nodded to let her know she would look after Jay, and that Rose should go ride with Nikki.

      In that moment, Seffy felt sorry for Jay. Not because of the ordeal he had been through, crashing into their crazy world at top speed, but because she suspected Rose might always choose the mission over the man.

      Now, Seffy squeezed the steering wheel a bit tighter. During their adventuring days, the adults decided at least one of the girls should learn how to drive. Seffy was chosen simply because she was the oldest, but she didn’t particularly enjoy it. She never volunteered to drive, but today was an exception. Today, she was thankful to have something to keep her mind occupied. She focused her attention on the road ahead of them. There was a sweet smell on the breeze, and after such a traumatic day, she took a moment to appreciate the simple pleasures of—

      “I didn’t almost ruin everything back there,” said Trevor.

      “Wait. What?” said Seffy.

      “I didn’t tell Rene anything I shouldn’t have,” said Trevor. Seffy turned and shot a glare at him. Trevor began to tap his foot up and down. “I’m a valuable member of the team,” he said.

      “I will throw you out of this moving car,” said Seffy.

      “But I can fly,” said Trevor quietly.

      Seffy looked back to the road just in time to see Rose signaling them to pull over.

      

      ***

      “Is there a mercury thermometer in your first aid kit?” Rose asked.

      Seffy nodded. She had found the kit in the manor house and brought it along, just in case Nikki’s recovery proved to be less miraculous than it first appeared. Now she grabbed the thermometer out of the small satchel and handed it to Rose. The young detective held the thermometer up to the orb. No matter which way Rose held the thermometer, the mercury flowed toward the orb.

      “It’s clearly reacting to it,” said Nikki. “Perhaps we should…”

      The count grabbed the thermometer, smashed one end against the hood of the car, and poured its contents onto the dotted side of the orb. Rose and Nikki stared at him. “Apologies,” said Christoph, “but we are in a race here.”

      Rose looked down at the orb. The mercury flooded through each of the dotted grooves, filling them in. Then they were gone. This side of the orb was now completely smooth, save for the one dot in the center, which began to move. The dot made its way up to the top half of the orb and then stopped.

      “What is it?” asked Christoph.

      “Well,” said Rose, “if we’re proceeding under the assumption that the orb is a globe, and this point up here is the northern magnetic pole…”

      “Then, in all likelihood, this dot…is us,” said Nikki.

      “It represents our current location at the moment the mercury touched the orb,” said Rose. “Which means we now have a third point.”

      “And potentially a fourth point, if we apply mercury to the second orb as we travel,” said Nikki. “That will allow us to calculate a more precise location as we go, but if this dot is Northern France, then our destination appears to be somewhere in the American Southwest.”

    
  
    
      
        Chapter 43

      
      Jay never had trouble falling asleep. He could drift off peacefully whether he was resting on the ground, in a chair, or once even inside a coat that had been hung up in a closet. But now, although he was lying in a relatively comfortable bed inside his berth on the ocean liner, he found himself staring at the ceiling.

      Every time he closed his eyes, he saw images of the bug monster or the girl who was smashing it to pieces. He saw a young woman he thought he knew, who could apparently change shape. And all these thoughts inevitably led back to the memory of Rose coming to save him like a nanny fetching an errant toddler.

      When a knock came at his cabin door, he was grateful for the distraction. He opened it to reveal Rose standing there, holding a small canvas sack. When she walked into the room, the sack jingled a bit, as though it were a coin purse. “I was…concerned about you,” she said. “Seffy told me you barely spoke a word the whole way here. How are you feeling now?”

      “Like a fool,” replied Jay. Part of him just wanted to walk away and crash down onto his bed, but he didn’t want to look any more pathetic in front of Rose.

      “You shouldn’t.” She reached out for his shoulder, but stopped short, pulling her hand back awkwardly before walking over to sit on a chair opposite the bed. “You’re good at so many things. Car chases and fisticuffs, hunting down criminals and bringing them to justice. You’re amazing at…all the things you’ve been trained for. There are just certain things outside the realm of your experience.”

      “That seems a bit of an understatement,” replied Jay, sitting down in the chair next to her. “And what about you? Has your life always been like this?”

      “Not always. Mostly just in the years since I met Hina.”

      “So…your previous adventure in England…”

      “Yes.”

      “All the times you said you were trying to protect me…like trapping me in that barrel…”

      “This is the kind of thing I was trying to protect you from.” Rose’s knee pressed against Jay’s. Part of him hoped it was deliberate, but he told himself it was more likely due to the proximity of the chairs in his relatively tight quarters.

      “So the people that were trying to destroy Parliament…”

      “Weren’t quite people, no…” Rose paused a moment before continuing, “They were more like phantasms, created out of centuries of aggregate anger and frustration at the government.”

      “And that’s why they didn’t leave any traces of having been there?”

      Rose nodded.

      “So you were telling the truth this whole time?”

      She nodded again.

      “Which just makes me a bigger fool,” said Jay, moving to sit on the edge of his bed.

      “You’re not a…”

      “Because I was idiot enough to think that if I came on this adventure,” continued Jay, “I could somehow help you. And then I find out you have a girl who could probably lift my car, and you have a best friend who can change shape, and, and…”

      “A vampire,” said Rose quietly.

      Jay dropped his head into his hands. “Please tell me you’re joking.”

      “I am not.”

      Jay sighed. “And you have a vampire. So what exactly did I think I could bring to the table? How was I possibly supposed to help you?”

      “You’re not…unpleasant to look at,” joked Rose.

      Jay flopped backward onto the bed, no longer caring about looking pathetic. “Perfect. Just what I was hoping for. I’m the cute one.”

      Jay heard Rose stand, then almost immediately sit back down. “Part of my plan involves convincing Count Christoph that he’s actually hired my father. I’ve had someone playing the role of James Moriarty, but that man is afraid. He’s petrified he’ll be found out and hurt…or worse. But, since you arrived, it’s given me a reason to keep him out of sight. You’ve helped me to keep an innocent man out of harm’s way.”

      Jay leaned his head up. “That’s what you’re going with? I’ve unwittingly helped you with one of your cons in a way that potentially minimizes collateral damage. Brilliant!” He sagged back down to the bed.

      For a few moments all was silent. Then Jay heard Rose stand again. This time she walked over to the bed and sat down by his side.

      “When someone spends so much time with the fantastic,” said Rose, “it can be easy to grow contemptuous of what you see as mundane. Things like social norms and etiquette…and even the law.” She took a deep breath. “I can be arrogant, and prideful, and sometimes…maybe…I should try to act with a bit less contempt for the laws of the society I’m trying to save.”

      Jay sat up and looked into Rose’s eyes. They had a quality he had never seen there before. Not soft exactly, but…nervous? Rose glanced away. She took another breath, turned back to him. “You have a good heart. You’re kind. And you’re noble. You’re so damned noble all the time. Being around you reminds me to try and be a better person. …That’s how you help me.”

      Jay couldn’t think of anything to say beyond, “Thank you,” but perhaps that was all that needed to be said. Then, ever so cautiously, Rose reached out her hand. She traced his knuckle with her forefinger. Jay smiled. It was just one finger…but it was something.

      After that, they looked at each other for what felt like a very long time. Jay’s heart began to beat faster. He understood something had changed between them, but he had no idea what he was supposed to do next. Well, he knew what to do next…he just wasn’t sure if this was an appropriate time to… No. No more thinking. Time to act. Jay closed his eyes and leaned his head in closer to Rose…

      …just as she was standing up from the bed, causing him to crash down face-first into his pillows. Jay got to his feet as quickly as possible, but he could feel his cheeks burning uncontrollably. Desperate for something to say, Jay pointed to the bag which Rose had been holding and asked, “What’s that?”

      “Oh, um…that’s the scepter from the museum.” Rose handed Jay the bag. He opened it, looked in, and then back at her.

      “One thing,” he said quietly. “I asked you to do one thing.”

      “If it helps,” replied Rose, “I didn’t do it.”

      “When did this happen?”

      “Um…a couple hours after you first gave it to me.”

      Jay sighed. He realized he had probably done more sighing in the last few minutes than at any previous point in his life, and he wondered what that meant. “Maybe I can put it back together,” he said.

      “I should go,” said Rose, moving toward the door. As soon as she was back in the hall, she turned, pointed to the bag, and said, “I really am sorry.”

      Jay smiled. “It’s going to be okay.”

      Rose smiled back, then walked away.

      Jay closed the door and placed the bag on an end table. A small voice in his head asked if he would have stayed all this time if he knew the scepter had been smashed to bits…but that question was nonsense. He still would have come on the adventure for the same reason he was going to continue it. Because he had never been there for the scepter. He had been there for her. For Rose. Jay pictured her as he lay down on his bed.

      He was asleep the moment his head hit the pillow.

    
  
    
      
        Chapter 44

      
      A few days later, Rose made her way along the lower deck of the ship which housed Nikki’s various laboratories. The flat white walls were still too antiseptic for her tastes, but, after the frantic pace of their recent adventures, she was more willing to tolerate a bit of boring.

      Boring meant having time to study and plan. It meant conferring with Nikki, laughing with Seffy and, on occasion, strolling the deck with Jay. Boring meant the chance to get a full night’s sleep. Perhaps Rose didn’t give boring enough credit.

      She stopped for a moment to ponder that thought, then looked through the window into one of the labs. Seffy stood next to a blackboard upon which was written the first stanza of “Baa, Baa, Black Sheep” in capital letters. Clara sat in front of the board with her back to the window, yet somehow knew to turn around and wave at Rose. The young detective waved back and then, in response to the shooing gestures she received from Seffy, made her way down to the next room.

      The door closed behind Rose, and the figure that had been watching her from the end of the hall ducked its head back around the corner. Sticking to the shadows, the figure moved quickly and quietly through the passageways of the ship, eventually reaching the doorway of one particular berth. They entered the room and closed the door behind them. Then the lights turned on. The figure spun around to find Rose Moriarty sitting on the edge of the bed with her arms folded across her chest. “Hello, Mother,” she said.

      

      ***

      “What’s this word?” asked Seffy, pointing to “BAA.”

      Clara stared blankly at the blackboard.

      “Just try to sound it out,” said Seffy.

      Clara continued to stare.

      “What’s the first letter?” asked Seffy.

      “Double bump?” replied Clara.

      “B, Clara. It’s called a B.”

      “In her defense,” said Trevor from the other side of the room, “I’ve known several bees, and they don’t look like that.”

      “Thank you,” said Clara.

      “You’re not helping,” said Seffy.

      “Why is Trevor here?” asked Clara.

      “She’s experimenting on me,” said Trevor.

      “Seffy!” shouted Clara.

      “He’s helping me with an experiment,” said Seffy. “I’m trying to determine whether the bug-men have any inherent weaknesses we can exploit to fight them more effectively. Right now, we’re checking to see how he reacts to different sonic frequencies. Or we would be, if he got back to work.”

      “Fine,” said Trevor, turning around and pulling a headset over his ears.

      “Great,” said Seffy. “Now let’s try to focus on what we’re doing, Clara. What’s this next letter?”

      “I want to say…tent?”

      “It’s called A. What were you thinking about just now?”

      “I was thinking about how learning to read could enrich my life and open up many new avenues for me to grow.”

      Seffy stared at Clara. “What were you really thinking about?”

      “What if we took a scoop of ice cream and then put a cookie on either side, like a sandwich.”

      “That would be amazing!” shouted Trevor.

      “Admittedly, that does sound amazing,” said Seffy, “but we’ve been at this for three days now without much success. Please try to focus.”

      “Baa?” said Clara.

      “Yes!” shouted Seffy. “Progress!”

      “How’s it going?” asked Nikki, entering the lab.

      “Slowly,” replied Seffy. “But it’s your turn now. What will you two be working on?”

      “This will be our second lesson on electricity,” replied Nikki with a smile.

      “She just got ‘baa,’” said Seffy. “You don’t think electricity is going to be too much of a leap?”

      “Electricity is a form of energy resulting from the existence of charged particles,” said Clara. “It can exist either statically or dynamically.”

      “Are you kidding me?” shouted Seffy. “How did…”

      “As you might remember from the years when I taught you,” replied Nikki, “my methodology is based on a number of proven factors, such as…”

      “She said if I learned all my lessons about electricity, she’d let me shoot her lightning gun,” said Clara.

      “She what?” asked Seffy, though her tone made clear it wasn’t actually a question.

      “I thought we agreed not to tell Sefina about that part,” said Nikki.

      Before Clara could respond, Jay entered the lab. “What are you doing here?” asked Seffy.

      “I thought we were going to shoot the lightning gun,” he replied.

      “We’re not supposed to talk about the lightning gun,” said Clara, putting a finger up to her lips.

      “It’s not a lightning gun,” said Nikki. “Lightning is a specific type of electrical discharge that occurs between a cloud and the ground… And you’re going to call it a lightning gun no matter what, aren’t you?”

      “That is correct,” replied Clara. She turned back to Seffy. “I don’t see what the problem is.”

      “It’s dangerous,” replied Seffy.

      “But you’re The League of Dangerous Young Ladies.”

      “Exceptional,” replied Seffy.

      “Thank you,” said Clara.

      “No,” said Seffy, “we’re The League of Exceptional Young Ladies.” Although she had to admit Clara’s version was, perhaps, more apt.

      “Oh,” said Clara, scrunching up her nose. “Names are hard.”

      “As for you two,” said Seffy, spinning back to Nikki and Jay, “I can’t believe you’re encouraging her to play with the lightning gun!”

      “It’s not a lightning gun!” shouted Nikki. Her breath caught in her throat, and she let out two quick coughs before continuing, “It’s an electricity gun, and I’m not letting her play with it. I’ve set up a controlled test environment right over there.” Nikki pointed at the window that looked through to the next lab.

      “When did you start coughing again?” asked Seffy.

      “That was nothing,” said Nikki.

      “I understand,” replied Seffy. “When did it start?”

      “Last night.”

      “Okay,” said Seffy.

      Nikki, Jay, and Clara headed for the door. Then Clara stopped, said, “I’ll be right there,” and returned to Seffy. “I’ve been meaning to mention this for a few days, but it’s a little awkward. Before we left, Rose took a book from the count’s library. I’m sure she’s just borrowing it, but part of my job is to make sure none of the count’s things go missing, so I thought maybe you could talk to her about it.”

      “Of course,” said Seffy. “Like you said, I’m sure she’s just borrowing it. Or maybe she picked it up by accident and then forgot about it.”

      “She broke into a secret compartment to get it.”

      “Maybe she didn’t know it was a secret.”

      “It was hidden away to look like the wall…and there were several locks.”

      “Maybe she…”

      “It was guarded by a blade trap.”

      “I’ll talk to her about it,” said Seffy.

      

      ***

      “What are you doing here, Mother?” asked Rose.

      “You see,” replied Irene, “apparently a smuggler is transporting a lovely set of stolen paintings on this very ship. I thought I might help myself to a few of them.”

      “No. Ridiculous coincidence aside, if that were really the case, you would have made off with them before the ship ever left port. And that doesn’t explain why you were following me.”

      “Okay. I received another offer for that scepter of yours.”

      Rose threw her hands in the air. “I can tell when you’re lying, Mother.”

      “I’m actually here to meet a contact about…”

      “Enough!” shouted Rose, leaping to her feet. “I have enough on my plate right now, and the last thing I need is you dropping by to lie to me. So if you could, for the first time in your life, just tell me the truth, it would help me out a lot.”

      “I was worried about you,” said Irene.

      Rose opened her mouth, then closed it again. She sat back down on the bed.

      “What?” asked Rose.

      “I was worried about you,” said Irene, sitting down next to her daughter.

      “You really mean that, don’t you?”

      “Yes.”

      “And you decided to stow away on this ship to watch over me?”

      “I’m not a stowaway. I have a ticket.”

      “Which you paid for?”

      “We’re getting off topic,” said Irene. “And, by the way, I gave up a lucrative job in France to be here.”

      For the first time in her life, Rose needed a new set of rules for dealing with her mother. Rule one: She would try to have an honest conversation with her. Rose folded her hands in her lap and kept her eyes locked on them as she said, “I appreciate you wanting to look after me. I really do, but when we disembark, I need you to stay on the ship.”

      “Why?”

      “We’re going out into the desert with an ancient artifact that can allegedly unlock godlike powers. Can you look me in the eye and tell me you honestly won’t be tempted to make a play for it?”

      “Godlike powers?”

      “Yes?”

      “Such as?”

      “Flying around, shooting blasts of energy from your eyes.”

      Irene sat quietly for a moment. “I should probably stay on the ship,” she said.

      “I know,” replied Rose. She stood and walked toward the door, then stopped and turned back toward her mother. “I really do appreciate it though.”

      “Maybe we can spend some time together before you have to leave?” asked Irene.

      “I think I’d actually like that,” replied Rose. She opened the door to leave, then closed it again. Rule two: If Irene was willing to have an honest conversation, perhaps Rose shouldn’t be afraid to discuss the subjects that have always haunted her. She walked back over to her mother. “What changed?”

      “What do you mean?” asked Irene.

      “Why do you suddenly care?”

      “I’ve always cared,” replied Irene.

      “Fine,” said Rose, struggling to refrain from rolling her eyes. “Why are you suddenly so worried about me?”

      Irene took a moment to smooth out her skirt before she said, “It was when you told me your teacher died. I always understood that, once you went off to your school, you lived with a certain amount of danger in your life, but now it felt real and present, and it made me…afraid. Not just that something might happen to you, but also that…you were blaming yourself for what happened to your teacher.”

      “Why would I do that?” asked Rose, a bit more sharply than she had intended. Although, if her walls came up more quickly around her mother than anyone else, it was only due to years of experience.

      “I have nothing but love for your father,” said Irene, “but I worry he trained you to believe that, with enough preparation and planning, you could win every battle. And that’s not how the world really works.”

      Irene looked directly into her daughter’s eyes as she continued, “Sometimes life is going to hit you with something you never expected. Sometimes you’re going to mess up. Sometimes you’re going to fail. Because that’s how you learn.

      “You’re not perfect. You’re not supposed to be perfect…but I need you to know that your teacher didn’t die because you weren’t perfect. Your father didn’t go on the run because you weren’t perfect. I didn’t leave…I didn’t leave because…” Irene’s words caught in her throat, and she looked away.

      Rose realized it was the first time she had ever seen her mother being truly genuine, and she wasn’t entirely sure how to process it. After a moment, she decided to simply sit down next to her and take hold of her hand. Rule three: If Irene is willing to be honest and open then maybe…maybe Rose could try to open up a bit as well.

      “I’ll admit,” said Rose, “I have this little demon inside of me. It screams that I have to be the best. It compels me to relive every mistake. Maybe Dad reinforced it, but it was always there.” Rose squeezed her mother’s hand. “Yes. I try to be perfect…and I blame myself when I’m not.

      “I think that’s why Hina tried so hard to help me have faith,” said Rose. “She would tell me everything happens for a reason, even if we can’t always see it in the moment. And, somewhere along the way, I actually let myself believe that. The demon inside me started to lose its voice…and then Hina died.”

      Irene’s gaze drifted up from their joined hands to meet her daughter’s eyes.

      “If she saw someone who looked cold, Hina would give them the coat she was wearing, like a figure of speech come to life,” said Rose. “If someone wronged her, she’d try to see things from their point of view so she could find a way to forgive them. She was always patient, always kind.”

      Rose inhaled deeply, then released a slow, steady breath before continuing, “So I asked myself, how could the most loving person I had ever known be torn out of my life? What could possibly be the reason for that?

      “Suddenly, the demon was back, louder than ever.” Rose stood up and took several steps away from her mother. “It told me I had become weak, sloppy. It shouted that if I’d only listened to it, we never would have walked into that church without a plan. It swore that it would never let me forget.”

      Rose realized both of her hands had clenched into fists. She forced her muscles to relax. “Seffy says I spent the last year hiding away in Hina’s house, and maybe she’s right. Because I was afraid of what happened. Because I didn’t want to fail again. And because the smaller you make your world, the less there is to lose.”

      When she turned back toward her mother, Rose had a tear rolling down her cheek, but she was smiling. “Then, a few days ago, we met a young girl named Anna. She was being tormented, and I helped set her free. Now, obviously, if I had never started out on this adventure, I wouldn’t have been able to help her, but there was more to it than that.

      “You see, Anna knew us. Back when she was alive, she was supposed to seek us out, but she never made it. The odds of us finding that same girl…it was all so improbable, but we just stumbled onto her… It felt like something Hina would have done.

      “Everything happens for a reason,” said Rose, returning to sit by her mother’s side. “I’ve heard Hina’s voice repeating those words to me throughout this adventure, and I can’t help but feel like she led us to find that girl. Not just for Anna…but for me. To make me realize there are other girls out there who need help. To make me realize someone needs to keep Hina’s mission alive.

      “And I can do that.”

      Irene wrapped an arm around her daughter and squeezed. “I’m proud of you,” she said.

      “Thank you,” replied Rose.

      They sat quietly for a few moments, before Irene asked, “Did you say, ‘Back when she was alive’?”

      “Yes,” replied Rose. “Anna was a ghost.”

      Irene cocked her head to one side.

      “There was a monkey paw,” said Rose. “It was a whole thing.”

      “Okay,” said Irene, “that is not going to help me worry less.”

      “I get that,” said Rose, “but what I’m trying to tell you is that I’m doing better now than I was during our ride from the museum. I’m better now than I have been in a long time.” Strangely, it was only in that moment, saying those words aloud, that Rose realized how true they were. Although, in retrospect, she shouldn’t have been surprised. What better way to find what was really inside of her than by being willing to open up?

      “I’m glad,” said Irene, “but I’m probably still going to worry.”

      “I think that’s normal.”

      “That may be the first time you’ve ever called me normal,” replied Irene, smiling.

      “It is,” said Rose, smiling back, “but I’m going to be okay.” Rule four: maybe she didn’t need a rule four. Maybe every human interaction didn’t need to be a chess game. Maybe, sometimes, she just needed to talk.

      It was then that Rose understood exactly what she had to do next.

      

      ***

      When Rose returned to her new workshop, she found Seffy waiting. After Rose “redecorated” the lab she had been given on their trip to London, Nikki was careful to assign her a different workspace for their journey back across the Atlantic. Little more than an empty room with a desk, chairs, and a half-dozen chalkboards and corkboards, Nikki likely assumed there was little harm Rose could do there. Rose did her best to resist the urge to arrange all the furniture at strange angles simply to aggravate her teacher.

      “Hey,” said Rose, “I was just going to look for you.”

      “Me too,” replied Seffy. “You go first.”

      “Okay,” said Rose, sitting on the edge of her desk. “So, I was talking to my mother.”

      “You mean, when we were back in England?”

      “No, just now.”

      Seffy crossed her arms. “And…do you see her in this room right now?”

      “No,” said Rose. “She has a berth on the ship.”

      “Oh. Are you okay?”

      “Yeah. I actually feel… What’s the opposite of ‘abandoned’?”

      “I’m not sure,” said Seffy. “Maybe…‘loved’?”

      “How about that?” said Rose. Before she continued, she found herself anticipating all the different ways this conversation could go. After all, the best way to guarantee a favorable outcome was to… No. Stop, she told herself. This is your best friend. Just tell her what you’re feeling.

      “When Anna took us back to the church…to losing Hina…it made me realize it wasn’t the first time I had relived it.”

      “What do you mean?” asked Seffy.

      Even if it’s hard, just tell her what you’re feeling. “Ever since we lost her, when I’m in danger, I think back to that day. But more than that, I feel like I’m actually there, experiencing it all over again.”

      “There’s still so much we don’t understand about how the brain works,” replied Seffy. “So, if a spirit could make us relive our memories, it’s not outside the realm of possibility we could trigger that same phenomenon on our own.” Seffy sat on the desk next to her friend.

      Rose watched a strange look spread across Seffy’s face. A cross between frustration and…shame? “You’ve been dealing with this ever since the church?” asked Seffy. “For a whole year?”

      “Yes,” said Rose. “But it’s been worse lately with all the…excitement.”

      “Is that why you became so withdrawn?”

      “Maybe,” replied Rose softly. “Everything I told you before was true. I really did want to figure out what happened to Hina…and for things to go back to how they were. But also…I was afraid. I was afraid of what had happened at the church. I was afraid of losing anyone else. I was afraid of what was going on inside my head… And I still am.

      “The bug-creature in Hina’s library, the centipede on the ship, fighting the widow, they all sent me back to that day. Each time, I was able to shake it off, but…what’s going to happen if someday I can’t?”

      “Why didn’t you tell me about it?” asked Seffy.

      “I don’t know,” said Rose. “I could’ve been trying to convince myself it wasn’t real.”

      Seffy crossed her arms once more and stared at her.

      Even if it might hurt her, just tell her what you’re feeling. “And I suppose because I didn’t want you to think I was crazy,” said Rose. “I didn’t want you to think I was weak.”

      “When we were talking in the garden,” said Seffy, “you wanted to tell me. But when I said the old Rose never would’ve run away from the bug-man in the library, you felt like I was judging you, so you held it in.”

      “Yes… I’m sorry.”

      “No. I’m the one who should be sorry,” said Seffy, tilting her head down and pinching the bridge of her nose. “I was angry. I get so angry sometimes. All I could see was that you had been hiding from the world. So your running away from the monster just became an extension of that… I had no idea what you were really going through. The last thing I wanted was to make you feel ashamed.”

      Rose felt a pressure lift from her chest. She knew people who moved to higher altitudes could have trouble breathing at first, but over time their bodies would adapt. Rose realized that, although more acute when she was in danger, the tension she’d been feeling had been with her all the time. She’d just adapted to it, and she hadn’t even realized it until now, when it began to lighten a bit.

      “Thank you,” said Rose. “When I was talking to my mother, I realized there were only three people in my life who have always supported me. Only three people who have always been there for me. My father, Hina,…and you.”

      “I thought you were convinced I’d abandoned you,” said Seffy.

      “You were frustrated with me,” said Rose, “so you moved two streets away. I think it’s possible I may have overreacted.” For a moment, Rose wondered how many of her decisions over the last year had been ruled by fear. Too many, was her simple answer.

      “Thank you,” said Seffy, wiping a hand near the corner of her eye. “But I’m not sure what I can do to help with what you’re going through now. You’re the one who went to Hina for all those psychology lessons.”

      “I suppose,” said Rose, holding out her arms, “basically this. For now, I think I just need to talk about it with someone I trust.”

      “I can do that.”

      “I know,” said Rose. “I can do that too, if you ever needed to talk.”

      “Oh no,” said Seffy. She launched herself off the desk and back onto her feet.

      “Why didn’t you ever tell me about what you went through?”

      “Because…” replied Seffy, beginning to pace the room, “because I didn’t want you to think I was a monster.”

      “I wouldn’t have judged you,” said Rose, doing her best to make sure she didn’t sound holier than thou.

      “Well, maybe you should!” shouted Seffy. She looked surprised by the intensity of her own reaction. “If I had gotten free of that table, I would have…” Her voice trailed off.

      “You’d have torn him apart with your bare hands,” said Rose. “I know. I went through it with you. I felt what you were feeling. But that’s not the same as you choosing to talk to me about it.”

      Seffy stopped prowling the room and looked over at Rose. “Fine,” she said. “I will try…to talk about my feelings…sometimes…if I have to.”

      “I suppose that’s a start,” said Rose. Seffy walked back over to sit with her, then Rose continued, “When you were ten, you sounded a lot like Clara.”

      “Oh my God!” said Seffy, jumping away from the table and back to pacing. “You meant right now?”

      “It was just something I noticed.”

      Seffy walked to the chair opposite Rose’s desk and crashed down into it. After a few moments, she said, “I noticed it too. When I first met Clara, the way she talks, the way she acts. Once I got to know her better, I realized it was because she’s innocent. Just completely innocent.”

      Seffy let out a deep sigh before continuing, “I think that’s one of the reasons I feel so protective of her. I had my innocence torn away from me at such a young age. Somehow, after one hundred and twenty-seven years, and whatever horrible things she’s seen, she’s managed to hold on to hers. And…I envy that. I don’t want anything to ever change that about her.”

      “Wow,” said Rose, her eyes widening, “you actually did it.”

      “Don’t make me regret it.”

      “I won’t,” replied Rose, throwing up her hands. “What was your thing, by the way?”

      “What?”

      “When I first came in, you said you were looking for me too.”

      “Oh,” said Seffy. “Did you happen to steal a book from some secret compartment in the count’s library?”

      “Yeah. I had to dodge a blade trap that was spring-loaded into the wall. It came at my head, and I had to fold over backward to avoid it. It was really pretty incredible. Then I had to reset the whole thing to hide the fact I was there.”

      “Clara knows you took it.”

      “That’s impressive,” said Rose. “I hid my tracks extremely well. I’ll just tell her I borrowed it and that I’ll give it back as soon as I’m done.”

      “Why did you take it?”

      Rose pulled a large tome out of a drawer and held it up so Seffy could read the title, then asked, “Does Clara know what this is?”

      “Given she thinks the letter B is called ‘double bump,’ I don’t believe she has any way to distinguish one book from another. She just knows something is missing, it’s the count’s property, and that it’s her responsibility to get it back.”

      “Okay,” said Rose. “I’m assuming you’re going to want to read this when I’m done?”

      “Yes, please,” said Seffy. She folded her arms across her chest. “Nikki has started coughing again.”

      “Oh hell. How long do you think we have?”

      “If the serum is already starting to lose its potency, I’d guess a week to ten days before her condition begins to rapidly deteriorate.”

      “We should do some final planning and…”

      Rose was interrupted by a loud crash coming from the next room, followed by Clara yelling, “Trevor!”

      The two friends ran over to Seffy’s makeshift classroom, just a few steps behind Clara, Nikki, and Jay. There they saw Trevor lying on the floor in front of the window between the two rooms. A large spider web of cracks covered the center of the glass. “What happened?” asked Seffy.

      “I don’t know,” replied Clara. “We were in Nikki’s lab. I finished my lesson, and I learned all the things, so she was letting me try out her gun. I had just started firing it. Trevor was in here, listening to his sounds, then he went crazy and threw himself at the glass.”

      Seffy crouched down and examined Trevor. “I think he’s okay. Just a little stunned.” Trevor looked around the lab. “Do you know where you are?” Seffy asked him.

      “I’m not sure how to answer that,” said Trevor. “In your lab? On a ship? In the middle of the Atlantic Ocean? On the planet Earth?”

      “Yeah. He’s fine,” said Seffy, standing up. “What happened to you?” she asked Trevor.

      “I’m not sure,” he replied. “I was just sitting there, switching from one frequency to the next, like you told me to. The next thing I know, I’m on the floor with all of you standing over me.”

      Seffy looked around her lab, then through the window into Nikki’s. Then she spun back toward Rose. They locked eyes, then simultaneously said, “I have an idea.”

      

      ***

      “Why am I in charge of building it?” asked Seffy, once they returned to Rose’s workshop.

      “Because you came up with it,” replied Rose.

      “We both came up with it at exactly the same time.”

      “It’s going to require your knack for biology.”

      “And engineering skills, which I don’t have,” replied Seffy.

      “Nikki and I are going to help out however you need us to, but you’re taking the lead.”

      “Why?”

      “Because you’re getting too comfortable punching things. You’re more than just a brawler. You’re creative and brilliant…and also a brawler.” Apparently, when Rose started being completely honest about what she was thinking and feeling, it was like letting a genie out of its bottle.

      “Fine,” said Seffy with a chuckle.

      “Or am I the only one who’s supposed to experience personal growth on this adventure?”

      “I said, ‘Fine.’”

      “Great. You’re going to do a good job.”

      “I’m going to do an incredible job,” said Seffy, moving toward the door. “You’ve gotten very pushy, by the way.”

      “I guess you’re a bad influence,” replied Rose.

      Seffy smiled, then made a rude gesture as she backed out of the room.

    
  
    
      
        Chapter 45

      
      Rose sat alone in the dark. There were times she appreciated a moment of quiet contemplation. This was not one of those times. Too many thoughts were stampeding across her mind, so she took a breath and focused in on one of them. She drifted back to the second case she had worked on with her father, specifically to its immediate aftermath.

      Upon returning home that day, Rose walked up to their study and collapsed into the chair behind her small desk. A few moments later, her father entered carrying a large piece of raw jade, a souvenir from their adventure. He found an open place on one of the shelves and deposited the jade next to a mummified finger wearing a golden ring, then pulled up a chair across from his daughter.

      “You acquitted yourself well today under some…trying circumstances,” he said. “However, we need to discuss your interpersonal skills.”

      “I thought that I was both efficient and effective in my interrogations,” replied Rose.

      “Aside from the fact that you generally sound like a middle-aged accountant, and that it can be somewhat off-putting when people hear that voice coming from the mouth of a ten-year-old girl, I would concur. Still, there is more to human interaction than mere efficiency.”

      Rose pulled out a pad of paper from her desk. “Will I need to take notes on this?” she asked.

      “Don’t be silly,” replied her father. “Just memorize it all.”

      Rose shrugged and dropped the pad on the desk.

      “You need to recognize,” said her father, “that there are two things which almost all individuals want. The first is to feel like they are special. The second is the sense that they are connected to something larger than themselves…”

      

      ***

      Trevor opened the door to his berth. His small, windowless berth. More of a supply closet with a cot tossed in, really. Still, there were no bars on the door, so that was progress. He switched on the light.

      “Hello, Trevor,” said Rose, sitting in a chair in the corner.

      Trevor jumped back, holding his hand over his heart. “Well, that was horrifying.”

      “Thank you,” said Rose. “I’ve been getting quite a bit of practice lately.”

      “Wait,” said Trevor, taking a step back. “Why are you…?”

      “Relax,” said Rose. “If I were here to kill you, you’d already be dead.”

      Unsurprisingly, this statement did very little to help Trevor feel more relaxed. In fact, his heart began thumping away like it was planning on making a daring escape from his chest.

      “You see, Trevor,” said Rose, “I feel like you’ve quickly become a valuable part of our team.”

      Trevor released a deep breath.

      “That’s why it saddened me so much,” Rose continued, “when I realized you’ve been in communication with Scarabeus this entire time.”

      Trevor sucked that same breath right back into his lungs. “I have no idea what you…” he began.

      “Trevor, you may have noticed I haven’t phrased any of this in the form of a question. Please don’t insult me by implying I can’t see through a lie.”

      Trevor tried to force himself to breathe normally, but he was distracted by the strange little black spots that had begun appearing around the edges of his vision. “How did you figure it out?” he asked.

      “For the majority of this adventure, we’ve been followed by one or more of your brethren. We’ve come to take it for granted, but that’s not to say I can’t still spot them. In fact, the very first time I wasn’t able to find a tail was when we were making our way to France. But this didn’t stop a mosquito-woman from showing up at our destination and attacking my friend. Suddenly no one was following us, but they still managed to know exactly where we were going…just after we met you.”

      Trevor leaned back and steadied himself against the door.

      “How do you communicate with him?” asked Rose. “Pheromones? Telepathy? Some sort of radio waves?”

      “I don’t know,” replied Trevor. “I just hear his voice in my head. Asking me questions. Giving me commands. What am I supposed to do, ignore him?”

      Trevor was still unaccustomed to many human emotions, like the one that coursed through him now. It wasn’t quite anger, although it did make him want to scream. He felt as though the ship had sprung a leak, his cabin was slowly filling with the sea, and there was nothing he could do to keep his head above water. “I didn’t choose this,” he mumbled.

      “What?”

      “I didn’t choose any of this!” Trevor took a step toward Rose, but she remained motionless. “One day I’m flying around, trying to find my next meal. The next thing I know, I’m a human and being sent to another country to be a pawn in someone else’s game!”

      Rose was on her feet immediately, her face blank. Trevor was not sure what to anticipate after his outburst, but the last thing he expected was watching an easy smile spread across Rose’s lips. There was something about that smile. It made the seawater begin draining out of the room.

      “Trevor, believe it or not, I do understand. I spent the majority of my life living under an assumed identity just because I had been born into someone else’s war. Sherlock Holmes and James Moriarty, the great detective versus the criminal mastermind…with one little girl stuck in between. Or two little girls, I suppose, but that’s hardly the point right now.” Rose gently took Trevor’s hand in her own. “I meant what I said before, even if I didn’t choose my words as carefully as I should have. You are a part of this team, and no one is going to hurt you. In fact, we need your help.”

      The water continued to drain out of the room, and Trevor felt like he could breathe again. “What do you need me to do?” he asked.

      “Just what you’ve been doing. Speak with the Scarab. I have a proposal for him.”

      

      ***

      Trevor sat silently on the edge of the bed with his eyes closed. It looked to Rose like he could be praying, and perhaps in a sense, he was. After all, he was talking to his creator. Once a few minutes had passed, Rose’s thoughts drifted back to that day with her father.

      “So, to summarize…” said Professor Moriarty, then stared expectantly at his daughter.

      “You can make people feel special,” replied Rose, “not merely with attention and compliments, but by sharing a smile or simply by speaking their name. You can make them feel connected to the world by making them feel connected to you. Show them empathy and make them focus on shared experiences or traits.”

      “Excellent.”

      “And doing this…will help me to make friends?” asked Rose.

      “Goodness, no,” replied her father. “I hope that you’ll make friends who simply like you for who you are. These are techniques to help you manipulate people.”

      Trevor’s eyes shot open, pulling Rose back into the moment.

      “Did the Scarab accept my offer?”

      Trevor nodded.

      “All of it?”

      “Yes.”

      Rose smiled, then lifted herself up out of the chair. There was just one more conversation she needed to have.

      

      ***

      Rose led Alan up to the top deck of the liner. She was certain they would find Christoph walking laps there, as he did every night, but she was far less certain as to why the footsteps behind her suddenly came to a halt. Rose turned back toward Alan, and the look on his face prompted her to whisper, “What’s wrong?”

      “I don’t think I can do this,” he replied.

      “Of course you can,” said Rose, forcing a smile. “This is no different from any other time we’ve spoken to the count. Just stay in the shadows and, if necessary, repeat the words I told you to say.”

      Rose hoped it was the light of the moon making it appear that color was draining from Alan’s face, but she suspected otherwise. “The way he stares at me,” whispered Alan. “I just feel as though he’s going to see through me. And I can’t shake the feeling he’s been lurking around my cabin. Watching me.”

      “That’s all in your head,” Rose whispered back. “Now, I need you to take a deep breath and collect yourself before he…” Rose watched Alan’s eyes suddenly grow wider, and she realized it was already too late. The count had appeared behind her.

      “Good evening, Christoph,” said Rose, turning to meet him.

      The count paid the young detective no mind, focusing solely on the man standing beside her. He stared into Alan’s eyes as he said, “Professor, something about you seems…amiss.”

      Alan shook his head gently as if to indicate that everything was fine, but Rose could tell from the look in his eyes he was about to crack. She had to think of something before…

      “I have to go,” said Alan, turning away.

      The count pounced, verbally if not physically, upon this uncharacteristic show of weakness from the “professor.” In a flash, he moved in front of Alan, cutting off his escape. “I’m afraid I must insist that you tell me what’s wrong.”

      Rose opened her mouth to speak, but no words came out. If the count discovered Alan’s true identity, who knows what other parts of her plan would come crumbling down? She had seconds to think of something before it all fell apart. She had to…

      “I’m afraid this is all my fault, Count Christoph,” came a voice from the shadows. A moment later, Irene stepped into view. “I believe James is trying to avoid me.”

      “Miss Adler,” said Christoph. “I wasn’t aware that you were on board.”

      “You know me,” replied Irene, holding up a hand beside either side of her face theatrically. “I can’t stand too much attention.” She then proceeded to walk between the count and Alan. “As for you, I think you know what I want.”

      Alan looked over Irene’s shoulder, his eyes remaining firmly locked on the count. “You could at least look at me when I’m talking to you,” said Irene. She waited a moment for Alan’s gaze to slowly meet hers, then a reassuring smile spread across her lips. “I want those letters back,” she said.

      Rose wanted to do something to help regain control of the situation, but she knew it was out of her hands. As much as she dreaded the idea, it was now up to Irene to save them. She prayed Alan would pick up on her mother’s cues.

      Alan took a deep breath and continued to focus on Irene. She nodded gently and repeated, “I want those letters back.”

      “You don’t command me, woman,” replied Alan, suddenly back in character. “And keep your voice down. Holmes’s lackey is on board, and I’m not going to be found out now due to your indiscretion.” He pointed a finger at Irene before continuing, “Those letters are mine.”

      “I stole them first!” shouted Irene, completely ignoring his warning. “And don’t pretend you haven’t brought them with you. I know you, James!” Irene was quiet for a moment, then stepped in closer to Alan. Her face almost touched his as she said, “If that even is the real you.”

      Irene took a step back and crossed her arms. “Oh, wouldn’t that be just like you, hiring some doppelgänger to distract me while you made your escape.”

      “That seems a bit far-fetched,” said the count.

      “With all due respect, Count Christoph,” said Irene, “you don’t know the man like I do. And one thing I know is that James Moriarty, the real James Moriarty, has a horseshoe-shaped birthmark on his backside.” She jabbed a finger into Alan’s chest. “Show me your backside!”

      “Mother!” shouted Rose, happy to have some small part to play in the ruse.

      “I most certainly will not!” roared Alan.

      “This all seems rather extreme,” said Christoph with a decidedly uncomfortable look on his face.

      “How dare you show up in the middle of one of my jobs and deign to tell me what to do, let alone in such a demeaning manner!” said Alan as he pushed away Irene’s finger. “You will never see those letters, you harpy. You…”

      At that, Christoph turned to Rose and said, “Miss Moriarty, I would assume that you are more than capable of briefing me on the next stage of your father’s plan. Perhaps you and I could give your parents a bit of privacy, and…”

      “That is a fabulous idea,” said Rose, walking past the count before he could even finish his sentence. He turned to follow, and they both made their way across the deck with particularly brisk strides. Rose looked back at her mother and smiled. Irene responded by mouthing the words, “You’re welcome,” before hurling a new string of insults at her “husband.”

      

      ***

      Once the count was well out of earshot, Alan let out a deep sigh and crashed down onto a deck chair. “Thank you so much,” he said to Irene. “But who are you?”

      “Rose’s mother,” replied Irene.

      “Oh,” said Alan, “she’s never mentioned you.”

      “I can’t say I’m surprised.”

      “Did Rose set this up? How did you know what was going on?”

      “I can be a bit more protective of my daughter than she knows,” said Irene. “I’ve been keeping careful track of all her companions on this voyage. Including you.”

      “Well, I’m lucky you were here,” said Alan, standing up. “If you’ll excuse me, I should be getting back to my quarters.” After a few steps away, he stopped and turned back to Irene. “Wait, I actually do have a horseshoe-shaped birthmark. How could you possibly have known that?”

      “You have a porthole in your cabin,” replied Irene.

      “Yes. A porthole out to the sea. There’s no balcony.”

      Irene’s only response was a shrug and a mischievous smile. After a few seconds, Alan resumed his retreat toward his room, but when he reached the stairwell, Irene shouted, “Be seeing you!”

      

      ***

      “So, Miss Moriarty,” said Christoph, “what are the next steps in our plan?”

      Rose knew this conversation would be more complicated, and potentially more dangerous, than her recent encounter with Trevor. However, over the course of their adventure, Rose had ample opportunity to study Christoph’s expressions and mannerisms, and she knew this knowledge would help her in guiding him toward her objectives.

      “There are several points my father wanted me to address,” said Rose, walking beside the count. “The first of which is this: back in France, when you applied the mercury to the orb, you mentioned we were in a race.”

      “Yes.”

      “Why?”

      “Because…we are,” replied the count, looking a bit perplexed.

      “But are we really?” asked Rose. “Or does the Scarab simply want us to feel that way? Each step forward in this mystery has been led by our side. At no point has there been any indication Scarabeus has the scientific sophistication to solve the puzzles we’ve encountered. What’s more, the only one of his underlings who is apparently capable of cracking a book immediately defected over to us. Obviously, you have more experience with the Scarab, so I’ll defer to your expertise, but…”

      Christoph stopped walking and stared off across the sea. Rose watched his eyes track down and to the left, like they always did when he was recollecting the past. “No,” he said, “you’re not wrong. The Scarab is not known for his understanding of the modern world.”

      “And then there’s the way he’s been attacking us,” said Rose, moving to stand at Christoph’s side. “One minion here, two there. Even the swarm that Seffy and Clara encountered seemed to be just enough for them to handle.”

      Christoph’s eyes widened and his nostrils flared as he realized, “It’s just enough opposition to keep us engaged, to keep us feeling like we have an enemy at our heels.”

      “Exactly,” said Rose. “Oh, I’m sure that if the Scarab ended up killing us or getting his hands on the orb, he wouldn’t shed any tears, but he’s not acting as though that’s his goal.”

      Rose noted the anger beginning to flare within Christoph. He folded his arms tightly across his chest. “Why not just send an army of his minions to overwhelm us?”

      “Precisely. Even though they couldn’t hope to defeat you in combat, wouldn’t a massive swarm of bug-men be able to hold you long enough for one of them to grab the orb and fly off with it?”

      “He’s been manipulating us!”

      “Using us to solve the puzzles, to do all the heavy lifting, and I don’t like being used.”

      “Nor do I,” replied Christoph, clenching his jaw.

      “That is why, earlier this evening, on my father’s advice, I instructed Trevor to reveal to the Scarab that we had deduced his tactics and then propose a ceasefire until we have finished solving the mystery of the orb. Once the path is finally clear, then both sides will fight for the prize.”

      Christoph moved in close to Rose. “You did what?” His eyes smoldered with rage.

      Rose focused on keeping her breathing even. She had to redirect the count’s anger toward their mutual enemy. “My father’s reasoning was that an armistice would allow us to change the momentum of our conflict. Rather than being perpetually harried by the Scarab’s minions, now we will be able to choose the location of our final battle and be fully prepared for the encounter.”

      For several tense moments, Christoph stood in silence. Rose met his gaze. Finally, she saw his eyes soften and his brow relax. “I find that to be an acceptable strategy,” said Christoph. “After all, your father has yet to steer us wrong.” He resumed walking for all of three steps, then stopped and turned back to Rose. “Wait. You said you had Trevor propose the ceasefire.”

      “Yes. That’s one of the other matters I wished to discuss with you. Apparently, he is able to communicate with the Scarab. That’s how they knew our whereabouts in France.”

      Rose focused on the count’s eyes, waiting for them to narrow once again. That was always the first sign when anger overtook him. Then the count’s left arm shot out and grabbed the railing at the side of the deck. His grip tightened until the metal released a kind of shriek. Or maybe he’ll just bend some steel with his bare hands, thought Rose. After all, this was the same man who would stick his arm into a fire to make a point.

      She continued carefully, “I must respectfully ask you not to take any action against Trevor while he can still be useful to our cause.”

      Christoph stared unblinking at Rose. “She could have died there,” he said.

      Rose knew this was the opening she needed to achieve her second, and most important, objective. “Nikki?” she asked.

      Christoph nodded. “At the chateau, that mosquito-woman attacked her, began draining her life away.”

      “How bad was it?”

      “If I had been a few seconds slower…”

      “But you weren’t,” said Rose. “You saved her.”

      The count released the railing, revealing the divots made by each of his fingers, and turned away. “Christoph,” said Rose, walking up behind him. “I appreciate you wanting to keep Nikki safe. You know I share that goal. That’s the other reason why this armistice is so important. If the Scarab continues his attacks, Nikki is the one of us most likely to be hurt. She’s still quite…unwell.”

      Christoph looked up at the moon. “My blood,” he said quietly.

      “Has helped her greatly. It’s quite simply the reason she’s still alive today, but its effects will soon begin to fade. I’ve made no secret that my desire to save Nikki is what has brought me to your cause. I had hoped your blood would be enough to do that, but instead, I must ask: If we manage to unlock the powers you believe are held by the orb…?” She had done everything she could to lead him there, but Rose knew it was best if Christoph came to the conclusion himself.

      Christoph lowered his gaze from the moon to Rose’s eyes. “I will turn every bit of that power toward helping her.” He moved to walk away. “If you will excuse me, I believe I need some time alone to think over matters.”

      “Of course,” said Rose. “Thank you, Count Christoph.”

      Once alone, she exhaled a long breath and looked out across the darkened sea. There were times Rose appreciated a moment of quiet contemplation. Now, as she let the thoughts racing through her mind grow still, the fast-approaching endgame of their adventure came into clearer focus.

      

      ***

      Nikki sat alone in the dark. As usual, she’d worked far later than she should have and, upon returning to her berth, had fallen asleep in a chair before she could change and climb into bed. She awoke with a start as three knocks echoed through her cabin. Nikki scrambled to turn on a light, check the time, and make her way to the door. She flung it open, still rubbing her eyes, to reveal Count Christoph.

      “Miss Tesla,” said Christoph. “Did I wake you?”

      “It’s two in the morning, Christoph. Yes. Good job solving that puzzle.” Before Nikki could continue, she noted the look in his eyes. It was gentle, earnest, maybe even…afraid? “Are you okay?” she asked.

      “Yes. I’m well. And you? Are you well?”

      “Yeah. I mean, I probably don’t look great right now, but…” Nikki stopped herself from saying something flip, and instead simply replied, “Yes. I’m well.”

      Christoph stood quietly.

      “Should I invite you in?” asked Nikki.

      A smile curled up the edges of Christoph’s mouth. “No. That won’t be necessary. I just needed to see you.” He bowed slightly. “My apologies for disturbing your rest.”

      “It’s okay. Truly. Good night.”

      “Good night, Miss Tesla.”

      Nikki closed the door to her cabin and leaned back against it, a long sigh escaping her lips. Then, for the first time in many days, she fell asleep in an actual bed. It was a fitful sleep.

    
  
    
      
        Chapter 46

      
      With their train of mules trudging across the vast reaches of the Arizona desert, Rose worried about how Nikki was being affected by the deadly heat. Over the past few days, Nikki’s skin had grown pale, and her breathing increasingly heavy. Rose watched as Christoph, who had chosen to walk next to Nikki’s mule rather than ride one himself, adjusted his hat to better shield himself from the sun.

      Rose could hardly blame him. The scorching rays pounded down at them relentlessly. With each breath she took, the parched air seemed to drain the moisture from her lungs and the energy from her limbs. Rose knew it wouldn’t take much for the desert to become their graveyard.

      “I wish Trevor was here,” said Clara.

      Seffy cocked her head to one side. “Why?” she asked. “So you could watch him melt?”

      “Clara,” said Rose, “we talked about this. Trevor needed to stay on board the ship with my mother.”

      Clara stared at her blankly.

      “It wouldn’t be safe for him.”

      Clara stared at her blankly.

      “Because of the…” Rose gestured toward the pack mules trailing behind them, each laden with pieces of machinery.

      Clara stared at her blankly. “I understand why he can’t be here,” she replied. “I’m just saying I miss him.”

      “Oh,” said Rose. “I thought that…” Her voice faded as she stared over Clara’s shoulder. Not far off, a sandstorm sprang up out of nowhere. In an instant, it had grown in size and intensity until it darkened the horizon.

      “Should we take cover?” asked Seffy.

      “That shouldn’t be necessary,” said Rose. “It’s not moving toward us, which leads me to believe…”

      “Yes,” said Christoph. “Somewhere at the center of that storm, you’ll find the Scarab.”

      “I guess that’s one way to get some relief from the sun,” said Nikki, punctuated by a cough. “Not exactly subtle, is he?”

      “Quite the opposite,” said Christoph. “He wants us to see his power…and know that he’s watching.”

      Rose looked from the storm to Christoph and then back again. “So,” she added, “it’s his way of saying he has nothing to fear from anyone in this desert.”

      The particles of sand continued to obscure the sun, turning it the color of blood.

      “I look forward to proving him wrong,” Christoph replied.

      

      ***

      Rose looked up at the cliff dwellings where they had made their base camp. After their journey through the desert, the sight of the stone pueblos built into the overhanging cliffs took her breath away. There was something appealing to Rose about living as a part of nature instead of on top of it. She wished there was time to explore, but one look at Nikki was enough to remind her that their time was growing short.

      Although the rest of the party gathered around Rose, Clara wandered the outskirts of their makeshift camp. “These are the coordinates we calculated,” said Rose. “They may not be exact, but we must be close. Our plan is to begin searching outward in concentric circles, while monitoring the orbs for any subtle changes. We know whoever created them wanted us to be able to find our way here. They just needed us to jump through a few hoops first. Hopefully…”

      Before Rose could continue, they heard Clara shouting from the edge of the camp. The satchel holding the orbs was floating in front of her, almost dragging her along as she held its strap with both hands.

      “I noticed a change,” she shouted. “It’s not subtle!”

    
  
    
      
        Chapter 47

      
      At first, the cavern was still, then came the footsteps. They began quietly, but slowly built into a crescendo. Soon, the noise echoed off the walls as if announcing a stampede of wild horses. Then a small satchel floated in, followed by a small girl. Once it passed the threshold into a particularly large chamber, the satchel dropped toward the ground. Clara caught it in midair, then turned back to her friends and said, “I think this is the place.”

      The rest of the party was just a few steps behind her, accompanied by dozens of pack mules carrying large bundles of machinery. They spread out into the cave, their flashlights darting around in search of a new clue. Rose brought her light up to the far wall and saw its surface was covered from top to bottom in some kind of strange writing. “I think you’re right,” she said.

      Clara and Seffy unloaded the machinery while Rose, Nikki, and Christoph stood staring at the wall, trying to make some sense of the small designs spread across it. Rose took a moment to appreciate the symmetry of it all. This adventure had begun with the count showing her a series of pictographs in Hina’s parlor, and now, as they drew near its end, they were presented with another set of images on a cave wall. But these designs were smaller, more precise, and far more complex than the primitive cave art from the count’s photographs. They were broken up into a series of groupings like individual islands.

      “It’s no language I’ve ever seen,” said Nikki.

      “Nor I,” said the count. “Which is…disturbing.”

      “Maybe you could throw some rocks at it,” said Nikki to Christoph.

      “Does she ever let things go?” Christoph asked Rose.

      “As a rule,” replied Rose, “she does not.” Then she turned back toward the wall. “Even if it’s ancient, you’d imagine that something about it would still be recognizable, but it’s not reminiscent of cuneiform or any kind of hieroglyph.”

      A sharp cough caused Nikki to stumble backward a step, and she reached over to the count to steady herself. Although she was busy lifting a bundle of metal poles off a mule, Seffy’s eyes darted over to Nikki, who caught her gaze and responded by asking, “Do you need any help setting that up?”

      “No,” replied Seffy with a smile, “we’ll be fine. Clara is going to help me. It’s more important you focus on solving that puzzle.” Nikki nodded, then began coughing again.

      “Maybe you could tell Jay you need some help,” said Rose with a concerned look on her face. “Otherwise, he’ll keep sneaking off to guard the front of the cave, which is just the worst place he could possibly choose to be.”

      “I’ll go get him,” said Clara.

      

      ***

      Seffy, Clara, and Jay finished setting up the last of a half-dozen devices throughout the cave. Each one looked a like a large metal lollipop surrounded by a cylindrical cage. The rest of the group continued to stare at the writing, while occasionally exchanging brief murmurs among themselves.

      Nikki erupted into a bout of uncontrollable coughing and Christoph wrapped an arm around her. She leaned into him, breathing heavily. Rose made her way over to Seffy and whispered, “How long?”

      “Whatever borrowed time the serum gave her is on the verge of running out,” Seffy replied. “I’d guess a few hours at the most.”

      Rose sighed. They were so close. They just needed a little more time. “Can’t you give her any more of the serum?”

      “I tried last night, and it made no difference. Her body has completely adapted to it, like building up resistance to a drug.”

      “We need to finish this,” said Rose.

      “Have you made any progress?”

      “No. I’m sure it must be some kind of puzzle or test, just like the orbs were. We think each island of characters is a separate question, but I don’t know how we’re supposed to solve them when we can’t even read what they say.” Rose gestured to the machines, then continued, “You two seem to have been more successful, though.”

      “That depends if they actually work.”

      “If they’re ready to go,” said Rose, returning to her normal volume, “do you want to come help us?”

      “I’m not sure how much help I’d be. It reminds me of when you and Nikki would stay up all night working on a blackboard full of equations. That always looked like another language to me.”

      “Well,” said Rose, “math is another language. It’s a universal one.” The instant the last word left her lips, Rose turned and walked back to the wall as if in a trance.

      “What just happened?” asked Jay.

      “Sometimes,” replied Seffy, “when Rose is trying to solve a mystery, I’ll say something I think is completely unrelated, but it will help her figure out the solution. It’s all very dramatic. First, she’s going to start repeating herself.”

      “It’s a universal language,” said Rose, staring up at the wall.

      “There we go,” said Seffy to Jay. “She’s got it.”

      “Whoever left this here,” said Rose, “they did it centuries ago, if not millennia. There was no way they could know what language the people finding it would speak, so they had to write in a universal language. These aren’t letters. They’re numbers.” She pointed to each group of symbols. “These aren’t questions. They’re equations. This is all mathematics!”

      Rose waved her hands at the wall. “Part of this must be some kind of key. Look for a section we can use to translate these symbols into numbers.” Everyone else moved closer to begin searching, but Nikki leaned back against the wall and slid down to a seated position. Still, she was the first one to speak.

      “There,” said Nikki, pointing to a particularly small group of designs in one corner. “Ten symbols by themselves. Assuming they’re using a base-ten system, which we have to hope they are, those are our numbers.”

      “We can plug those into the equations to determine which symbols represent which operations…” said Rose.

      “And which symbols represent variables,” said Nikki. “From there, we can…”

      Clara leaned over to Seffy. “Is this where we back away again?”

      “Only because I have something else for us to do,” replied Seffy. “Once they’ve solved this puzzle, it should reveal the way for us to proceed. As soon as that happens…”

      “The Scarab will attack us again,” said Clara.

      “And if we know that is about to happen,” continued Seffy, “maybe we should…”

      “Lead all of our pack mules back to those cliff houses so they’ll be safe?” said Clara.

      Seffy smiled and nodded. “Come on, Jay,” she said. “We’ve got a mission for you.” Then they gathered up the mules’ lead lines.

      

      ***

      Walking with the leads in their hands, Clara and Seffy led the way as Jay brought up the rear. Clara turned to Seffy and asked, “Why do you keep your father’s name?”

      Seffy looked down and rubbed the back of her neck, then answered, “So I always remember.”

      “So you remember what he did?”

      “In part,” said Seffy, “but mainly so I remember men like him are out there. See, not all monsters are going to look like giant bugs. The men like my father, the monsters like my father, they look just like anyone else, and yet they’re the most dangerous.” Seffy remembered the screams…but for the first time in her life, she didn’t try to force them down. She just remembered them and walked on.

      “Why?” asked Clara.

      “My father was a eugenicist and vivisectionist. He tortured and killed, and justified it all in the name of building a better human race. But, in a broader sense, that’s a story as old as history. One group convinces themselves that another group is worth less than they are, that they don’t deserve the same rights, and then they feel justified in using or killing them.

      “My father was forced to flee England because of his experiments, so he found an island where he could continue. All too often, that’s how life works. It might be comforting to believe in a world where good triumphs over evil and simply banishes it forever. But I know that, even in defeat, darkness is never truly destroyed. It just waits for another time or place where it can rise again. So it becomes the duty of good people to stay vigilant, to guard against that evil when it inevitably reappears.

      “That’s why I kept my father’s name. So that every day, I remember… So that I’m always ready to fight.”

      They walked on in silence for a few minutes before Clara said, “I’d like to help.”

      

      ***

      Once they had reached a safe distance from the cave, Seffy stopped and waved Jay over. “So what’s the mission?” he asked. “Do you want me to scout for the enemy? Make sure they’re not trying to catch us by surprise?”

      “Not exactly,” replied Seffy, holding out the leads. “We need you to guard the mules.”

      “I’m sorry…what?”

      “Look,” said Seffy, “Rose is my best friend in the world. I know what she’s capable of…and what she struggles with. I can tell you like her, and she’ll see you some day. I can’t promise you’ll have an easy road with her, or that things will end well, because…like I said, I know what she struggles with. But I promise she’ll see you.”

      Seffy could tell Jay wanted to respond to her words in a hundred different ways, but to his credit, he stayed silent and listened. She couldn’t help but feel for him. “Right now, Rose has a plan she needs to focus on, and inserting yourself unbidden into the middle of it isn’t going to help you get her attention, at least not the kind of attention you want.”

      Seffy put a hand on Jay’s shoulder. “If you stay in that cave, she’s going to try to keep you safe, and she doesn’t need that kind of distraction, not if everything is going to work out just right. And everything has to work out just right. Sometimes the most important thing we can do is to play our role, and sometimes our role is to…”

      “Guard mules,” said Jay quietly, taking the lead lines.

      

      ***

      By the time Clara and Seffy returned to the cave, almost an hour had passed. They entered just in time to hear Rose calling out, “Seven thousand, six hundred, and ninety-nine.”

      “Did you solve it?” asked Seffy.

      “That was the solution to the last equation,” replied Rose. “Now we just need to figure out how to input our answers.”

      Clara pointed to the group of ten number-symbols they had used as a key. “That looks like a typewriter,” she said. “Why don’t you just type them in?”

      Still leaning back against the wall, Nikki replied in a raspy voice, “I don’t think a test this sophisticated would come down to simply pushing on…”

      Rose raised a hand and placed it on one of the symbols. It lit up with a yellow glow and quickly faded.

      “Or maybe you just type them in,” continued Nikki.

      Rose began entering the answers to the various equations that decorated the wall. When she typed the last number of the last equation, the symbol lit up, faded…and nothing else happened. “We’re missing something,” she said.

      “Read me the numbers,” said Nikki, before a series of brutal coughs shook her body.

      Rose prayed Nikki could hold on just a few minutes longer, then she called out, “Solution one: six thousand, nine hundred, and seventy-seven. Solution two: seven thousand and fifty-seven. Solution three: seven thousand, one hundred, and seventy-seven. Solution four…”

      “They’re all in order,” interrupted Nikki. “That’s probably not random.”

      “And they’re all prime numbers,” said Rose.

      Nikki stared into space for a moment, then continued, “They’re each ten prime numbers apart.”

      “So maybe we don’t have to type in the solutions,” said Rose, “just the next number in the sequence.”

      “What was our last solution?”

      “Seven thousand, six hundred, and ninety-nine.”

      “Try entering seven thousand, seven hundred, and ninety-three.”

      Rose’s hands raced across the symbols like a concert pianist tracing their keys. In that moment, all her fear flew away. They were going to make it. Her plan was going to work. When the last number lit up and faded, all was quiet…then the center of the wall folded in on itself, becoming a large open archway. The count immediately scooped up Nikki into his arms. He walked toward the newly formed door and the darkened passage behind it. Then, from behind them, came the sound of someone politely clearing their throat.

      The company turned to see that, without a sound, a small army of bug-men had entered the cave behind them. They swarmed the floor and walls like a pulsing mass. Several paces in front of the rest stood a solitary figure. This worm-like gentleman was dressed in a tailcoat, starched white shirt, and bow tie. As one would expect of a man who had just trekked across a desert in formal wear, he looked deeply uncomfortable. He cleared his throat once more and said, in a surprisingly booming voice, “Consider yourself blessed, for I, herald of the mighty Scarabeus, am privileged to announce that he who is more brilliant than the sun, more powerful than the…”

      “Does anyone need to hear the rest of this?” asked Seffy, turning to her group. She was met only with a series of shaking heads, so she walked to the closest piece of machinery, leaned down, and flipped a switch.

      “He whose wisdom outshines the greatest scholars…,” continued the herald. The metal lollipops around the cavern suddenly flared to life, sparking with blue electricity. “He whose grace is…” A powerful crackling sound rang out behind the herald. He spun around to see one of the flying bug-creatures twitching on the ground next to the nearest machine. Another flier dove toward one of the lollipops on the far side of the room. The instant he reached the cage surrounding it, a blast of electricity shot through him, dropping him to the ground.

      “Why did you do that?” shouted the herald at the fallen creature. Then he spun back to the rest of his army. “Why did he just do that?” As if to answer, all the flying bug-men streamed down toward whichever machine was closest. They found themselves compelled to move toward the bright light, just as Trevor had been instinctively drawn toward the lightning blasts Clara had been firing on the ship. And, just as Trevor paid no attention to the piece of glass in his way, so did the other fliers now ignore the electrified cages that surrounded each glowing sphere, until it was too late. A series of short zaps rang out through the cavern.

      “Enough!” came a voice like the sound of thunder. Blasts of fire erupted through the cavern. The smell of smoke created a sickening medley with the scent of roasted bug, and Seffy and Clara were buffeted by the noise of explosions echoing all around them. As heat washed over them, they turned away and threw their arms over their faces. A piece of broken metal came rocketing toward Seffy. Clara looked up just in time to swat it away.

      When the smoke cleared, their machines lay in pieces on the ground. In the center of the cave, amongst piles of his fallen soldiers, stood the Scarab. His wispy frame made him appear frail and weak. The scarlet energy still crackling around his hands said otherwise. His long black hair fell over most of his face, leaving a single, bulging eye exposed.

      He scanned the room. No more than a dozen of his soldiers remained. Still, that would be enough to defeat the enemies which stood before him. After all, there were only…two of them?

      “No!” he shouted, his gaze shifting to the archway through the wall. “The count is trying to take the god-power for himself. Kill them!” As one, Scarabeus and his remaining servants charged toward Clara and Seffy.

      

      ***

      Rose raced down the passageway just a few steps behind the count, who was still cradling Nikki in his arms. Nikki’s voice was just above a whisper when she looked up at Christoph, smiled, and said, “Hey, what’s the rush?”

      “Although the pictures only showed the figure flying and shooting light out of his eyes,” said Christoph, “we’re hoping that was meant as a metaphor for power in general. Including, hopefully, the power to heal one very sick woman.”

      “That’s the problem with signs,” said Rose in between breaths. “They have to be interpreted correctly.” She struggled to keep up with the count, who was moving as quickly as he could without risking further injury to Nikki.

      “Rose?” asked Nikki, turning her head in the direction of Rose’s voice.

      “It’s me,” Rose replied. “I’m here.”

      “…I’m sorry,” said Nikki.

      “For what?”

      “After the church,” said Nikki, “I should have tried harder to get you and Seffy to come with me.”

      “It wouldn’t have mattered,” replied Rose. “I was never going to leave that house, and Seffy was never going to leave me.”

      The corners of Nikki’s mouth curled up into a smile, then she looked back to Christoph and croaked, “We probably need to talk about my dying.”

      “This is hardly the time for that,” replied Christoph.

      “Unfortunately,” said Nikki, doing her best to force the words out, “this is exactly the time for that. You once asked me…what I’d be willing to sacrifice…to go on living. Now that I’m staring death in the face…I realize the answer is…quite a lot.”

      “I swear to you,” said the count, “one way or another, you will see tomorrow.”

      The passage opened into a massive dome-shaped cave. It was fully illuminated, but there was no sign of the source. There was nothing there at all, save for a raised platform in the middle of the chamber. In the center of the platform was a thin pedestal. Christoph ran straight toward it.

      “Stop!” shouted Rose. “You can’t bring Nikki up there with you. We have no idea what it could do, and right now she looks like a strong breeze could finish her off. You go. I’ll stay here with her.”

      Christoph nodded and gently laid Nikki down on the cave floor. Rose sat next to her, and the count sped off toward the platform. Despite the distance, he reached it almost immediately. When she saw him hold out one of the orbs toward the pedestal, Rose turned away and leaned her body over Nikki.

      

      ***

      “He’s gone!” shouted Clara, then she leapt onto the back of the closest bug-creature, one of the centipede variety, and rode it to the ground.

      Overhead, Seffy leapt from one cave wall to the next, slashing at another centipede crawling up toward the ceiling. She spun in midair and landed next to Clara. “What?” she asked.

      “The Scarab,” said Clara. “He’s gone.” One of the giant bug-men ran toward them with its head down, attempting to ram them. Clara grabbed one of the broken metal lollipops off the floor and swung it at him like a giant metal bat, knocking the creature to one side. “He’s a shapechanger.”

      “So he may still be in here with us.”

      “Or he may have sneaked past us. We need to warn the others.”

      “Okay,” said Seffy, the remaining bug-men beginning to encircle them, “but I think we’re going to be busy here for a little while.”

      

      ***

      When she saw the count hold out one of the orbs toward the pedestal, Rose turned away and leaned her body over Nikki. Christoph wasn’t sure what made him stop and turn back around. If he had done so a few seconds earlier, he might have noticed a small black beetle fly into the room and then twist and grow into the shape of Scarabeus. Instead, he turned just in time to see his ancient rival with both hands in the air and two crimson bolts of energy sailing toward him.

      Christoph threw himself to one side. The first blast sailed past him, but the second grazed his shoulder, knocking him back a step and sending the orb clattering to the ground. He hissed, bared his fangs, and charged at his enemy so quickly he appeared little more than a blur.

      “I suppose it’s only fitting that this end in a battle between you and I,” said Christoph before lunging toward the sorcerer. Just before he managed to reach him, the Scarab loosed another blast that connected with the count’s torso, knocking him back several yards. Christoph landed on his feet. “After all, we’ve waged this war by proxy for long enough.” He spun and leapt to dodge a series of fiery blasts, slowly making his way back toward Scarabeus.

      “Only the strongest should survive to take this prize,” said the count, mere inches away from his prey, “and I think we both know who that is.” He grabbed both of the sorcerer’s wrists and brought his fangs down toward his throat. Which is precisely when a stalactite crashed into his back. The count would never know if the Scarab had deliberately aimed one of his blasts toward the ceiling or if it had just been blind luck. Either way, the rock plunged into him with enough force to spear through an ordinary man.

      Christoph staggered and released his grip on Scarabeus, who wasted no time in loosing a bolt of energy from each hand directly into the count’s chest. Continuous blasts sent the count flying backward through the air with such power that he impacted the wall at the far end of the chamber.

      The sorcerer kept the count pinned to the wall with his unyielding barrage, and soon Christoph’s screams echoed through the cave. When Scarabeus finally relented, the count slowly slid down the wall and crumpled to a heap on the floor below. “You talk too much, aristocrat,” said the Scarab, then he picked up the orb and walked toward the platform. “You always did.”

      Scarabeus placed the orb into the socket at the top of the pedestal, and the great machine came to life.

    
  
    
      
        Chapter 48

      
      Jay managed to find a small group of trees, not a trivial accomplishment in the desert, and was in the process of tying off the mules’ lead lines when a strange feeling passed through him. He knew he was too far from the cave for it to be true, but he could have sworn he heard the sounds of battle, felt electricity in the air. He found himself walking back the way he had come.

      

      ***

      Jay knew enough about the plan to guess what he’d be walking into. Entering the cave, Jay saw piles of bug-men on the floor. Seffy and Clara were fighting the rest alone, which meant the others had taken Nikki farther in. Jay heard a grunt coming from his right side and turned just in time to duck under a fist that would otherwise have taken off his head.

      Said fist belonged to a monster twice the size of the one Jay had faced at the chateau. Clara had described this variety of bug-man to Jay as “the big strong square one.” The giant swung at Jay again, and for the second time, Jay barely managed to dodge. Then the monster simply charged, lifting Jay up off his feet like a rag doll and driving him toward the nearest wall. Jay slammed his fists into the behemoth, desperately hoping to find some weak spot. There wasn’t one to find…and the wall was getting closer.

      Jay saw a blur out of the corner of his eye. He felt a pressure around his waist, and something tore him from the giant’s grasp. Jay looked over his shoulder to see Seffy pulling him to safety, then looked back to see Clara slamming into the monster’s legs and sending it to the ground. The girl immediately jumped on the fallen giant and began pounding away.

      Seffy pulled Jay toward a niche in the cave wall. “What are you doing here?!” she shouted over the din of the battle.

      “I wanted to help!” replied Jay.

      “I gave you a way to help!” shouted Seffy. “You should…”

      Before she could finish, a new monster leapt at them. This had to be the kind Clara described as “the fast one with all the legs.” The bug slashed its clawed hands toward Jay. In that instant, as he watched the razors drawing closer to splitting open his gut, Jay realized he had no chance to dodge.

      Seffy shoved Jay out of the way, and he tumbled down to the floor. When he looked back up, Jay saw Seffy clubbing the monster with both fists. The beast fell to the ground…then Seffy slumped down next to it. A red stain spread across the side of her dress. She had taken the blow meant for him.

      Jay scrambled over to Seffy and clasped both hands over the wound. He desperately willed the blood to stop flowing, but it soon pooled around his fingers. Jay heard a voice cry out, “No!” and suddenly Rose was there, kneeling over her dearest friend.

      Rose looked up at Jay. Although she didn’t say a word, he could see two things in her eyes. The first was that she knew this was all his fault. The second was that she would never forgive him. He shouldn’t have come.

      He wasn’t ready.

      

      ***

      The braying of the mules pulled Jay back to reality. He had only walked a few steps away before stopping to consider the consequences of charging in. Although the image of Seffy wounded, dying, faded from his mind, the lesson remained. He wasn’t ready. He didn’t know enough about Rose’s world to be of any use to her…yet.

      But he was a fast learner.

      The mules brayed again, and Jay turned back toward them. The animals were agitated, pulling on their lines. Whatever was in the air, they could feel it too. Jay knew if he left them, the mules would not be there upon his return.

      He was responsible for them. It was the task he had been assigned and which he accepted. If that job wasn’t flashy enough to satisfy him, then perhaps he needed to put aside his ego and think about what was best for his team. Besides, given how much Rose kept to herself, maybe one of these animals was secretly the chosen mule destined to save the world. At the very least, they were their ride home through the desert.

      Right now, as ridiculous as it may have seemed, the mules needed him in a way Rose never would. Jay realized that was largely why he felt the way he did about her. Rose was never going to need saving, and that was exactly what made him admire her so very much.

      Jay turned around, walked back, and did his best to calm the frightened animals.

    
  
    
      
        Chapter 49

      
      Rose threw up an arm to shield her eyes against the blinding glare that now filled the cave. A column of light erupted from the base of the platform, surrounding Scarabeus, who lifted his arms to the heavens and declared, “The power is mine!”

      Just as quickly as it appeared, the light was gone, but it had carved a hole through the ceiling all the way up to the surface.

      Rose looked down at Nikki, who now lay motionless. The Scarab spun his head toward them and moved in their direction. Rose could feel her heart begin to beat faster, but she stood and focused on keeping her breathing even. She would not be ruled by fear. Rose took several steps away from Nikki and cleared her throat. Scarabeus continued walking slowly toward them. Rose cleared her throat again.

      “What is it, gnat?” asked Scarabeus “Isn’t it enough that you have been allowed to witness my ascension?”

      “I don’t think that you did, though,” said Rose.

      “What?” shouted Scarabeus, his eyes glaring fiercely at the young detective.

      “Well,” said Rose, “as best I could tell through the glow, you literally did not ascend. You didn’t levitate up to the sky. You didn’t leave the ground at all. Nor did your eyes begin glowing. So, at the risk of sounding contrarian, I don’t think the power is yours.”

      Scarabeus held his hands up toward Rose. Crimson sparks gathered around them, and he said, “I will show you my power.”

      “But you could already do that,” said Rose. “Energy bolts. Shapechanging. You had those powers before you activated the machine. I just don’t think it gave you any new ones. I don’t think it worked.”

      For a moment, Scarabeus appeared confused. He looked back at the platform, then returned his focus to Rose.

      “I think you made some false assumptions about what was going to happen here today,” she said, “in large part because you based those assumptions on a series of ancient pictographs. But how could ancient people have possibly known what the orb was for or what this machine could do? Solving the puzzles that led us here required scientific and mathematical knowledge only available in recent history. All of which leads to me to believe both you and the count misunderstood what those ancient artists were trying to depict. You were wrong. Dramatically wrong.”

      “How dare you!” shouted Scarabeus.

      “Wait!” shouted Rose, holding up her hands, palms outward. “Before you lash out, you should ask yourself a few questions: Do I feel like I’ve been granted any new abilities? Do I feel like I can fly? Do I suspect the young woman in front of me is talking incessantly in order to keep me distracted?”

      At that moment, Clara Frankenstein came crashing like a human cannonball into the Scarab’s side.

      Clara knocked Scarabeus to the ground and began to pummel him relentlessly. It seemed as though Clara might actually beat the sorcerer, until a crimson blast sent her flying back into the wall just a few yards from where the count lay motionless.

      Rose assessed the situation as rationally as possible. She knew her energy would be better used protecting Nikki than assaulting the Scarab, but if she attempted to drag her friend away, she would likely be making a target of them both. For the moment, all she could really do was use her own body to protect Nikki from any stray blasts. Rose crouched down over her friend, but out of the corner of her eye, she spotted a black-furred form prowling through the shadows.

      It took only seconds for Clara to spring to her feet, but her opponent was already sending a new attack toward her. The Scarab released another volley of bolts, but they shot off at an angle and impacted the wall behind Clara.

      Seffy had dashed in and grabbed the sorcerer’s wrists from behind, sending his attack awry. With a shrug, Scarabeus whipped his body around and sent Seffy flying. Her cat form twisted in midair and landed gracefully next to Rose.

      “Are you okay?” Rose asked.

      “Yeah,” replied Seffy, “but I’m about to do something really stupid.”

      “I trust your judgment,” said Rose, crouching back down over Nikki. Seffy reached into her satchel and pulled out every vial she had. She used her claws to uncork them all.

      

      ***

      Clara charged at Scarabeus and swung her fist toward the sorcerer’s head. When it connected, it felt like she had punched a brick wall. Clara staggered back, then looked up to see that the Scarab’s head had been replaced by an armored bug abdomen. From the waist down, Scarabeus had transformed into a giant beetle.

      If the other girls could have read Clara’s mind in that moment, they would have been amazed by her clarity of purpose. In a fight, she had only one goal: to defeat her enemy. For that reason, the sorcerer’s sudden transformation did nothing to distract or dismay Clara. She simply acknowledged the change and fought on.

      The Scarab stood on his back four legs while using the front two to slash down at Clara, who leapt to one side to avoid the attack. The moment she landed, Clara jumped backward as two scarlet blasts turned her previous location into a smoking crater. This time, Clara’s right foot slipped, and she tumbled to the ground. She didn’t waste a moment worrying about this misstep. In a fight, self-doubt could get her killed. And dying would make it significantly harder to defeat her enemy.

      Scarabeus stabbed his front legs down at Clara, and now unable to dodge, her only option was to catch a leg in each of her hands. Clara stared at the razor-sharp claws at the end of each of the Scarab’s limbs and did her best to keep them at bay, then she looked up to see the sorcerer’s hands glowing red once again. She instinctively closed her eyes and braced for the attack.

      When no attack came, Clara opened her eyes to see Seffy standing on the Scarab’s back. She had again latched onto both of the sorcerer’ wrists, but this time Scarabeus struggled to throw her off. Seffy too had transformed. She now had the thick gray skin of a rhino. Her face had elongated like a wolf’s snout. She still had the claws and tail of her cat form, but now they were accompanied by the leathery wings of a bat. Taken altogether, it gave her something like the appearance of a…

      “Dragon,” whispered Clara.

      Rose held her fingers on Nikki’s wrist. Her pulse was weak. Her breathing was shallow, but she was still alive. A crashing sound caused Rose to look over to where Seffy and Clara were locked in combat with Scarabeus. She reached down and pulled Nikki’s lightning gun from its holster.

      Clara, Seffy, and the Scarab found themselves in a stalemate. Clara held the Scarab’s front legs at bay, but she was unable to stand. All of Seffy’s strength was occupied keeping Scarabeus from aiming his energy bolts at her friend. None of the combatants could do anything more than keep their opponents immobilized. Until the Scarab suddenly turned his hands upward.

      Just as he had against the count, Scarabeus shot a blast of energy into the ceiling, loosing a shower of rock fragments down upon them. Seffy adjusted to avoid a large rock hurtling toward her head. This shifted her balance just enough that Scarabeus was able to bend at the waist and flip her over his shoulder.

      Seffy used her wings to glide gently to the ground and immediately braced to leap toward the sorcerer, but the Scarab was already aiming a new set of crimson bolts toward Clara. There was no way she could make it back in time.

      Suddenly, the air around them erupted with electricity, and a burst of lightning flew squarely into the Scarab’s back. The sorcerer and Clara were both enveloped in crackling energy, but it quickly disappeared. Scarabeus looked over his shoulder toward Rose, who was still holding up Nikki’s gun, and asked, “Was that supposed to hurt me?”

      “No,” Rose replied. “It was supposed to help her.”

      Scarabeus looked back toward Clara just in time to see the last remnants of the electricity being pulled into her body like a sponge absorbing water. Clara looked up at him with a spark in her eyes. “I like lightning,” she said.

      Clara kicked up her legs in a graceful arc and braced them against the bottom of the Scarab’s abdomen. If the young woman’s strength had previously matched that of the transformed sorcerer, now the situation had shifted dramatically. Thrusting out with her legs as she pulled with her arms, Clara tore the Scarab’s front two limbs from their sockets and backflipped through the air.

      Clara landed in a crouch, dropping one leg and grasping the other in both hands. In shock, Scarabeus stumbled backward, but Clara leapt toward him, driving the Scarab’s own clawed limb into his chest with the sound of a wet thump. A gasp escaped Scarabeus’s lips. “But…I was…a god,” he said, then slumped down to the ground.

      Clara looked toward Rose. “How did you know I could do that?” she asked.

      “The book I took from the count,” replied Rose, “it was the journal of Victor Frankenstein.”

    
  
    
      
        Chapter 50

      
      There comes a point after any victory when one must stop and take account of what it has cost. Nikki lay motionless on the floor of one of the cliff dwellings. Its adobe walls were enough to provide basic shelter and a respite from the blazing sun. Although Seffy had been reluctant to move Nikki out of the caverns, Rose had insisted it was no longer safe to remain there. Seffy knelt over Nikki, then looked up at Rose with moist eyes. “There’s nothing else we can do,” she said.

      A few feet away, Clara was similarly kneeling over the count, but gave a much different prognosis. “He’ll be fine,” she said. “I’ve seen him recover from much worse. He’ll sleep until he finishes healing.”

      Rose’s eyes narrowed, staying focused on the count even as she asked Seffy, “Do you have those supplies I asked for?”

      “Yes,” replied Seffy. “In the first aid kit.”

      “Then I need to talk to you both outside.”

      Seffy stood and followed Rose and Clara toward the door, stopping along the way to grab a few backup vials of transformation serum from a knapsack. She was the last to exit the dwelling, and she walked toward her friends, both of whom were staring out across the desert with their backs to the ancient structure.

      “Should someone go get Jay?” asked Clara.

      “Soon,” said Rose. “There’s something I want to tell you about first. We were wrong about the great machine. I was there when the Scarab activated it, and it didn’t grant him any power.”

      “Maybe it didn’t think he was worthy,” said Clara.

      “That’s a charming thought,” replied Rose, “but it wasn’t going to grant anyone power. I don’t think that’s what it was built to do. That’s why we needed to get out of those caverns. You see, I believe it was actually…”

      She was interrupted by an ungodly sound, like a faint scream being pulled down a well. Clara turned and dashed back toward the dwelling. The others followed a few steps behind her. They entered to find the count holding Nikki in his arms. Her skin was devoid of the faintest hint of color and at her neck were two small holes.

      The count looked up at them and said, “I can explain.”

      With a growl, Seffy leapt toward him. The count rolled away and then dove out a window in the side of the dwelling. Seffy downed a vial and ran after him. “What’s happening?” shouted Clara, following her master and her friend out into the desert.

      Rose took a deep breath, picked up the first aid kit, and walked over to Nikki.

      

      ***

      The count dashed to the edge of the stone plateau that served as the base of the cliff dwellings and leapt down to the makeshift sand dune the wind had piled up against it. Although it was only a short drop, he landed poorly and found himself sliding down the side of the dune. Upon reaching the base, he stumbled backward, unsteady on his feet. Clearly, he was not yet back to full strength.

      By comparison, in her panther form, Seffy was the image of grace. She pounced from the plateau to the top of the dune. Then bounded down to land effortlessly in front of Christoph. He held up a hand, saying, “We need to go back. I have to finish what I started.”

      “What,” said Seffy, “draining my friend?”

      “No,” replied the count, blood still decorating the corners of his mouth. “Saving her.”

      Forgoing the dune completely, Clara hurled herself off the plateau and landed in a crouch between Seffy and the count. “Wait!” she shouted. “Don’t hurt him!”

      “As if she could,” said the count.

      “Then why did you run?” asked Seffy.

      “I don’t know,” replied the count. “Instinct? My mind is…clouded.” He suddenly seemed to snap back to reality. “But I need to get back to save her.”

      “I already did!” shouted Rose from the plateau. “I’ve injected Nikki with a new dose of your blood serum. She’s begun to stabilize. You see, the only thing that’s been preventing your blood from healing her was her own. We needed a way to empty her body of blood quickly enough that we could administer the serum before she expired. And the one thing on earth which could do that…was you.”

      “You knew I was going to drink from her?” asked the count.

      Rose nodded, then lowered herself down from the plateau to the top of the sand dune. “Back in the dwelling, I suspected you had regained consciousness, and that you were waiting for an opportunity to drain Nikki. That’s why I led everyone else out of the room.”

      “Rose and Nikki had been trying to push you toward that for weeks,” said Seffy. “Initiating a romance. Dressing her up in Wilhelmina’s old gown. Doing everything they could to remind you of your lost love. Hoping that would make you drink from Nikki as you did from her.”

      Rose moved carefully down the edge of the dune. It wouldn’t do much for the gravity of the moment if she began to tumble down the side of it, end over end. Meanwhile, Seffy continued, “It wasn’t until Rose actually let me in on her plan that I managed to convince her to change tactics. I explained that, despite the fact you clearly have a type when it comes to your victims, your feeding habits have far less to do with romance than they do with biological necessity. You feed when you hunger. You hunger when you expend energy.”

      “And who better to make you expend energy,” said Rose, placing each deliberate step in front of the next, “than the other apex predator you feared enough to establish separate hunting grounds?”

      “You wanted him to fight Scarabeus?” asked Clara.

      “We did everything we could to engineer it,” said Seffy. “When Rose proposed an armistice to the Scarab, she also promised to create an opportunity for him to destroy his old enemy. Once we had opened the final pathway, Rose encouraged the count to make a run for the ancient device. I let the Scarab slip past us when we were fighting his servants. We let their greed for power place them both on a collision course, and it worked. The injuries the count sustained only made him more likely to feed.”

      Through all of this, the count simply stared into the distance. Once Rose reached the bottom of the dune, his focus returned to her. “You gave her my blood?” he asked.

      “Yes,” replied Rose.

      “After I drank from her?”

      “Yes.”

      “Then you finished what I could not. And now the consequences are yours to bear.” Before Rose could respond, the count continued, “We are so much alike, you and I. It was there in your eyes the moment we first met.”

      “Killers,” said Rose, making sure to keep a safe distance between herself and the count. “We’re both killers. But we are nothing alike. You prey on the innocent. I hunt monsters.” She stared at him while she spoke each word, but never more intensely than when she said “monsters.”

      The count smiled, but something in his eyes suggested the veneer of civility he wore was being strained to its limits. “Are you implying that you are going to kill me?”

      “No,” said Rose. “I’m telling you I already have.”

      “And there it is,” said the count. “I had wondered if your father might unleash some plot against me to take the orb for himself. Now I see that I was right.”

      “No,” repeated Rose. “You were wrong…about a great many things. This has nothing to do with the orb, and even less to do with my father. The last I knew, he was traveling down the Amalfi Coast in Italy. But that was months ago, so he’s most likely moved on.”

      After a brief cough which sounded very much like Nikki’s, the count asked, “Then who…?”

      “Who have you been interacting with all this time? Hina’s butler, Alan. He’ll be relieved it’s over now. You had him quite petrified. Everything else has been me, the sixteen-year-old girl that you wouldn’t trust to do the job. I’ve been the one behind it all, including this plan to end you.”

      “Little girl,” said the count. “I have had enemies who sought my destruction for centuries. Do you expect me to believe that you figured out in a few weeks what they could not achieve in hundreds of years?”

      “No,” said Rose. “It actually only took me a few days.”

      The count laughed, and the flecks of blood from the corners of his mouth dripped down toward his chin. “And how did you manage to do that?”

      “It was your own lack of intellectual curiosity that defeated you,” said Rose, moving a bit closer. “That and your pride. After all, you were the one who told me how to do it. You’ve always known that sunlight weakens you, but you never chose to question why. It’s not the heat it produces. You can hold your arm inside a fire. Neither candles nor light bulbs seem to cause you harm. Only the light from the sun. And what is sunlight but a form of radiation?

      “Admittedly, it’s relatively weak radiation by the time it reaches us down here, but it’s radiation, nonetheless. So, if sunlight can make you sick,” Rose’s voice dropped to just above a whisper, “what might a far stronger source of radiation do?

      “Which brings me, curiously, back to my friend Hina. You see, Hina used to tell me everything happens for a reason. She believed it wholeheartedly. I actually heard her voice in my head, telling me that, on the day you and I first met.”

      Rose’s thoughts flew back to the instant she first looked in the mirror and noticed the occupants of a black carriage spying on her. At the time, she couldn’t have guessed how that moment would lead her to this one, but here she was. She supposed Hina would have said that was the whole point.

      “That very morning, I had received a letter from my former teacher, Nikki. In it, she told me about some exciting experiments she had been working on, experiments that could potentially change the course of human civilization. And they had been going extremely well…right up until they weren’t.

      “There was an accident, she wrote. One that had left her terminally ill. So I asked myself and Hina’s voice, what could possibly be the reason for that? How could that be part of some greater plan? Nikki’s letter explained she had been taking frequent trips to Europe to consult with Marie Curie. You’ve heard of her?”

      When the count replied, a stream of blood flowed from either side of his mouth. It wasn’t Nikki’s. “Yes,” he said. “She won the Nobel Prize for her discovery of…radium.”

      Rose could see a look in the count’s eyes that had never been there before.

      “Very good,” said Rose. “Although Nikki wasn’t experimenting with radium but with another element. Uranium. She believed it could be made into the greatest power source the world had ever seen. Then came the accident where Nikki was bathed in its radiation. More than any other tissue, it seemed to affect her blood. The very blood you just drained from her body, like the parasite you are.”

      Rose realized that was how Nikki must have seen this whole adventure. Vampires were just an uncatalogued form of parasitic life. Sorcery was merely science that had yet to be explained. They had arrived at the current moment not by grand design but by gamma rays.

      “Consumption,” said the count. He stumbled a few steps forward and then fell to his knees. “She told me she had consumption.”

      “No,” replied Rose. “You assumed she had consumption. Nikki almost told you the truth, but I arrived just in time to stop her. What she truly had was the most radioactive blood on the face of the Earth. That’s the real reason why just being around her was enough to make your head spin or your stomach turn over.”

      Suddenly, that fire which Rose recognized in the count’s eyes at their first meeting flared up in her own. “Somehow, at my lowest point, I found myself with a monster to kill and the one weapon that could do it. Hina might have pointed to divine providence. Nikki would have attributed it all to science. But all that matters to me…is that you’ll never hurt anyone ever again.”

      As if on cue, the count coughed up blood onto his hands.

      “No!” shouted Clara, who had been standing in stunned silence. “Why are you doing this? We’re your friends!”

      “No,” said Seffy. “You’re our friend.”

      “And we’re yours,” said Rose. “But Christoph…but Dracula has left a trail of innocent corpses in his wake for centuries. Even in our short time together, there were all his sudden absences, each followed by a newspaper report of a young woman gone missing: an heiress in Providence, a schoolmistress in New York, and an opera diva outside London.” Clara simply stared back at her. “That’s probably one of the reasons he never let you learn to read.”

      “You’re wrong!” shouted Clara. She spun back toward the count. “Tell them they’re wrong!”

      There was no reason for the count to tell Clara the truth, although now there was no longer any reason for him not to. Instead, he chose to ignore her completely, focusing his gaze squarely on Rose. “How dare you?” he hissed. “You who are so far beneath me.”

      Finally, the count’s mask of civility had shattered, and with each fragment that fell away, his physical appearance shifted as well. His fangs slid down into place. His features grew more angular. “You’re like livestock bleating against their trip to the slaughterhouse…as if you have a say in the matter.” His skin grew paler, his eyes burned red. “When I hunger, I feed, and you are the cattle. I am your better!” With those four words, the last vestige of the charming nobleman Christoph vanished, and all that was left was Dracula.

      Dracula looked over to Clara. “Kill them and bring me to safety,” he commanded. Clara stared back at him. “You swore to obey me, and I am ordering you to destroy them.” Clara turned toward Rose and Seffy with her fists clenched. Seffy had seen Clara fight many times, but this was the first time she had ever seen rage in her eyes. Clara continued toward them, then stopped and spoke two words: “How many?”

      “What?” asked Seffy.

      “How many innocent people has he killed?”

      “Thousands,” said Rose. “Likely tens of thousands.”

      “Would it matter if it was only one?” asked Seffy.

      Clara looked back at her friend. “No.” Then she spun toward Dracula. “I swore to obey you until the end of your days. I believe my term of service is at an end.”

      Dracula tried to reply. All he managed to do was to cough up more blood and fall forward onto his hands and knees. Seconds later, he slumped to the ground.

      In that moment, as the daughters of Professor Moriarty, Doctor Moreau, and Victor Frankenstein turned and walked away, Count Dracula, lord of the vampires, turned to ash and faded from the face of the Earth.

    
  
    
      
        Chapter 51

      
      Rose sat back against the wall of the cliff dwelling and stared at Nikki, who lay lifeless on a bedroll a few feet away. Jay entered, walked over in silence, and slid down next to her. He still smelled like sandalwood and vanilla. Rose looked over at him and smiled. “I like your cologne,” she said.

      “Thank you,” he replied, then nodded toward Nikki. “Is there anything I can do?”

      “No,” replied Rose. “We’ve done everything we can. All that’s left is to wait for her to wake up.”

      “She will,” said Jay. “She’ll be okay.”

      “Oh, I know. I know she’s going to survive. That’s not what I’m worried about. It’s just that I’ve been examining her, and there may have been certain…factors I didn’t take into account.”

      Jay waited for her to continue, but she just stared at Nikki. After a while, he reached out his hand toward hers.

      “I’m not lost in thought,” she said.

      “I didn’t think you were,” he replied. He tapped her hand gently two times… and then took his away.

      Rose wished she hadn’t said anything. Maybe then Jay would have left his hand on hers. But she didn’t know how to tell him that.

      “You’re very good at it,” he said.

      “Thinking? Well, I get lot of practice.”

      “No. At this. This thing you do. All of it, with the bugs and the vampires and the saving of the world.”

      “Thank you.” Rose thought about putting her hand on his.

      “When I was out in the desert…with the mules, I had a bit of a revelation. The short version is that, every time I feel the need to save you, I’m going to trust you instead. I’m going to trust that you can take care of yourself…but that’s going to be hard sometimes.”

      “I know,” said Rose, who finally stopped thinking and took Jay’s hand. When she wrapped her fingers around his, she swore she could feel his pulse quicken, which only made it match her own. “Sometimes I wish I had climbed up into that alcove with you and just taken another moment to enjoy the view. It was such a beautiful view.”

      Rose’s head began to swim. For all her intellect, she truly didn’t know if she leaned in toward Jay or if he leaned in toward her. All she knew was that they were suddenly closer, so much closer…

      …and that’s when Nikki sat up, screaming.

      

      ***

      Nikki bolted upright so abruptly that she seemed to startle herself. “The Scarab has the orb!” she shouted. “He’s going to activate the machine!”

      “No,” replied Rose. “The Scarab won’t be doing anything ever again.”

      It was only then Nikki began to take in her surroundings. She was lying on a bedroll in one of the cliff dwellings, and Rose was standing next to her. Jay was there as well, but he moved toward the exit. “I’ll give you some privacy,” he said, although Nikki could have sworn he was blushing.

      “How long was I unconscious?” Nikki asked.

      “Almost twenty-four hours,” replied Rose. “How do you feel?”

      “Wonderful, but hungry.” Nikki looked around. “Something smells great. Is someone cooking?”

      “Something like that.”

      Nikki sprang to her feet, still scanning the room. “We stopped Scarabeus.”

      Rose nodded. “He activated the machine, but it didn’t grant him any powers. That was never its purpose, just what the Scarab and the count wanted it to be.

      “Their assumption was that the pictographs illustrated someone finding the orb and using it to summon a power which gave them glowing eyes and the ability to soar into the air. But that assumes the pictures were meant to be read from left to right. If you read them from right to left, they might instead depict a creature with glowing eyes who descended from the heavens and left the orb on the ground.”

      “So whoever drew the pictures was just trying to record where the orb came from,” said Nikki.

      “Exactly.”

      “The next question would be–what smells so delicious?”

      “Try to stay focused.”

      “Right. Sorry,” said Nikki, shaking her head. “The next question would be, what did the ancient machine actually do?”

      “Well, it released a beam of energy strong enough to carve a hole through the cave ceiling. So, when you consider that everything we did to get to the machine was basically some kind of test, it’s reasonable to assume…”

      “It was letting those who built it know we passed,” said Nikki. “You think it was a beacon?”

      “Yes.”

      “That shot up into the night sky?”

      “Yes.”

      “And beacons are genuinely used to…summon things.”

      “Yes.”

      “To be crystal clear,” said Nikki, doing her best to focus despite the pangs of hunger gnawing away at her stomach, “you think the orbs were left here by glowing creatures at the dawn of human civilization, and by solving their puzzle, we just broadcast a message telling them to come back and visit?”

      “Basically,” said Rose. “That was actually a really great summary.”

      “Fantastic,” said Nikki.

      “Speaking of unintended consequences,” said Rose, “obviously we did manage to save you, but there were some side effects.”

      Nikki stared straight into her former student’s eyes. “Rose, what did you do?”

      Rose picked up a small mirror and handed it to Nikki. “I have good news and bad news,” she said.

      Nikki grabbed the mirror, looked at her reflection and let out a sigh of relief. “You had me worried I was going to be covered in scars or something. I look exactly the same.”

      Rose picked up a small vial of liquid and said, “The good news is that I’m certain these side effects can be reversed. The bad news is that I currently have no idea how to do so.” She held the vial of blood up near Nikki’s face.

      Nikki watched her reflection instantly change as two sharp fangs slid down into place over her canines. She shrieked, and the mirror fell to the floor and shattered. Nikki looked down at the broken glass, then back up to Rose.

      “Seriously?!” she shouted.

    
  
    
      
        Epilogue

      
      William Howard Taft, twenty-seventh president of the United States, entered the Oval Office, closed the door behind him, and inhaled deeply. Something smelled delicious. He looked down at the plate of steak and potatoes still steaming on his desk.

      In his first weeks in office, it became clear his definition of a large steak was dramatically different than that of the White House chef. Now, gazing at the porterhouse hanging over the side of the plate and dripping with butter, he was satisfied his orders were finally being understood.

      The three-hundred-pound president squeezed himself into his chair, lifted his knife and fork, and it was only then he noticed the four visitors sitting on his couch. “Hi,” said Clara, waving aggressively.

      “Hello,” replied the president. “I believe you might be in the wrong room.”

      “No, sir,” said Rose, standing. “I assure you we are exactly where we need to be.”

      The president started in on his steak. “And you are?”

      “My name is Rose Moriarty, and I’m a detective.”

      The president swallowed a large bite. “I might once have said you were too young to be a detective, but then I met a Miss Sheridan Holmes.” He speared the steak with his fork, then plunged in the knife. “She solved a mystery for me during the recent presidential campaign. Wonderful girl. So professional…and brilliant.”

      “Yes. Sheridan is an old school friend of mine,” replied Rose, rolling her eyes ever so slightly. “Please allow me to introduce my companions. This is Miss Sefina Moreau. Seated next to her, you may recognize Miss Nichola Tesla, the world’s greatest inventor, and this is Miss Clara Frankenstein.”

      “I’m the world’s greatest me,” interjected Clara helpfully.

      Rose turned back toward the president and continued, “We represent The League of Exceptional Young Ladies.”

      “I’m not young,” said Clara. “I’m one hundred and twenty-seven and a half yea—mphh.” Before Clara could finish, Seffy clasped a hand over her mouth, then nodded for Rose to continue.

      “We represent The League of Exceptional Young Ladies,” repeated Rose, “and we’re here to help you.”

      “Very dramatic,” said the president, taking another bite. “How exactly do you intend to do that?”

      “By saving your son, Charles.”

      “Charles is back in Ohio, staying with my brother,” said Taft, but his eyes drifted down to the corner of his desk, and he began chewing more slowly.

      “Charles is upstairs in the Lincoln Bedroom,” replied Rose, “floating four feet off the floor. We know he’s been possessed by a demon.”

      President Taft began to choke on his steak.

      

      ***

      The great machine lay undisturbed in the weeks since the young ladies had been there. One small insect crawled across the raised platform, but it quickly took flight toward the hole in the ceiling when a bright-green portal roared to life near one of the cave walls.

      The tip of a single tentacle made its way through the portal, followed by another and then another. Soon, a half-dozen limbs were pulling a massive body through, and its beaked face let loose a series of squawks. One of these squawks grew louder until it turned into a howl, and the creature was suddenly pulled back through the portal as though it had been sucked into a vacuum.

      The cave was silent again, until a small woman in a black lace dress covered with dark-green stains crawled through the portal. It closed behind her, and she lay motionless on the floor.

      It worked. They had heard her. She was home.

      With one hand, she grasped the large cross that hung from a chain around her neck, then yelled, “Rose!”

      When no answer came, she yelled, “Sheridan!” Then, finally, “Nikki?” After a few moments, the young woman slowly made her way to her feet. Then Hinata Phaedra Lovecraft, better known to her friends as Hina, began searching for an exit. She needed to find the others. She needed to warn them.

      …It was coming.
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