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            CHAPTER 1

          

          
            Miss Stoker

          

          AN ASTONISHING REQUEST

        

      

    

    
      You killed him. You killed my brother!

      I woke with a start and my eyes bolted open.

      My heart was pounding and the sheets covering my skin were damp. Darkness pressed into me. I fought to shake off the dream, but awful visions of blood and darkness, fangs and glowing red eyes, still danced in my mind.

      You killed my brother! The shrieking accusation echoed in my head. How could you kill him?

      I flung off the bedcovers and stumbled to the window with shaky knees. Silvery moonlight filtered over the tree looming just outside, but there was no flash of evil red eyes to be seen.

      As I drew in deep breaths of clank, gloomy London air, my pulse slowed. Surrounding me was the constant undercurrent of steam—the breath of our city, flowing and hissing like that of a massive being.

      In the distance, Big Ben’s round face glowed dully behind strands of heavy night clouds. Pikes, pipes, and the pitches of rooftops, along with the unmistakable spire of the Oligary Building, jutted upward in an infinite black jumble.

      I’d done the right thing, staking the vampire.

      I was a vampire hunter. That was my calling, my legacy. I couldn’t second-guess my duty.

      But Willa Ashton’s accusations and her enraged expression still haunted me, both during the clay and in my nightmares. You killed Robby! You murdered my brother!

      A shadow across the street, sleek and catlike, caught my attention. All thoughts of Miss Ashton and her brother fled, along with the last bit of sleepiness.

      I recognized that shadow.

      It took only a moment to whip off my nightdress and yank on a pair of boots, a chemise, and a short, simple gown (in that order). I was still buckling my new front-fastening over-corset when I climbed out the window.

      While I dressed, I’d watched the shadow slip across the empty road and into the darkness spawned by our neighbor’s hedge. So when I landed on the ground, light and soundless, I knew where he would be waiting.

      But before I could open my mouth, a dusky voice spoke in my ear, “That was a righ’ quick change o’ duds, luv. Unless ye were sleepin’ in yer boots.”

      I managed to control my startled reaction. How did he move so fast? “Perhaps someday you’ll learn not to underestimate me, Pix.”

      He laughed softly, and die sound traveled down my spine as if he’d traced it with a finger. “Evaline, luv, yer the one person I would never underestimate.”

      My knees felt trembly again, and I decided it would be best to put some distance between myself and the disreputable, annoying, sneaky pickpocket. “What are you doing here?”

      “Thought ye migh’ want some company on yer patrols.” Pix remained in the shadow of the tree, but I could still make out the pale shape of his eyes, a sliver of light along one side of his jaw, and the messy cloud of dark hair. I’d also come to know him well enough to recognize the exaggerated nonchalance in his voice.

      “Is that so?” I asked, realizing I sounded uncomfortably like my cohort, Mina Holmes. If she were here, she’d probably already have deduced how Pix had gotten to my neighborhood, why he was present, and what he’d last eaten. I pushed away the thoughts of my know-it-all partner—who claimed her unnatural ability was merely a practice of observation and deduction—and shifted to get a better look at him. “How many nights have you been lurking here, waiting for me to go out?”

      I felt a little exposed, and I don’t mean because I was hardly dressed (at least by my sister-in-law’s standards).

      The truth was, despite the fact that three weeks ago I’d slain nearly a dozen vampires in the space of seven clays, I hadn’t been out on the streets, looking for more UnDead. Not since that awful episode with Willa Ashton. And if Pix had been watching and waiting for me each night, he would know I had been shirking my duty.

      I pushed away a niggle of guilt.

      “Now, luv, don’ yet get yer corset lacings all mollied up. I jus’ happened t’be in th’ vicinity and thought I might find ye climbin’ down yer tree.”

      A Night-Illuminator trundled by, burping steam and sending a small circle of golden yellow light around in its wake. Pix and I shifted as one, moving out of the edge of its glow.

      “I haven’t seen any UnDead since that night in Smith-field,” I said, which, strictly speaking, was the truth—mainly because I hadn’t been looking for them. I was certain there weren’t any left in the city anyway Or so I’d been telling myself. “Have you?”

      “Nay, luv. Nary a red eye nor a fang t’be seen—at least in Whitechapel and thereabouts.”

      I relaxed slightly. After all, it had been Pix who’d warned me the vampires had returned to London for the first time in decades. “So what brings you to this Vicinity’”—I’d noticed the inconsistency of his Cockney before— “that made it convenient for you to be calling on me?”

      His shadowed expression changed, and for a moment, I thought he wasn’t going to answer. His lips flattened, his gaze shifted away…then came to focus, sharp and dark, on me. “I need yer ’elp, Evaline.”

      I blinked and closed my mouth, which had fallen open. Then I grinned. “Of course you do. So…what’s the problem? You said you haven’t seen any vampires around, so it can’t be my stake you need.…Is Big Marv giving you a difficult time? You need someone to put him in his place again? Break another finger? Or—wait, I know—you want me to be your arm-wrestling champion for some big competition. No worry, there, Pix, luv…I’m happy to stand in for you.” I could hardly control my glee. “Or are you looking for pointers about your wardrobe? You could stand to replace that overcoat. It’s a bit shabby, and there are some fine Betrovian wool⁠—”

      “Evaline.” His voice shook, as if he too were fighting to keep from laughing. “Be still. And I do believe that’s the first time ye’ve ever called me luv.” He ducked closer to me as he spoke, and the last few words wafted over my cheek. His breath was warm and pleasantly scented with tobacco and some other pungent spice that Mina Holmes could probably identify, but I couldn’t. Pix’s hand—ungloved as usual—brushed against mine, and I wasn’t certain whether it was an accident.

      “Oh, you needn’t read anything into it—that’s how I address all the young men I know.”

      “Including your Mr. Dancy?”

      “Of course,” I responded—even though I’d hardly given a thought to the handsome, charming, and well-dressed Mr. Richard Dancy in weeks. “Now, about that overcoat…”

      “We can discuss overcoats and sundries later, luv. Righ’ now I’m on to more pressin’ concerns.” He hesitated, and I got the impression he was steeling himself to make his big request—whatever it was. “I need ye t’find out somethin’.”

      My interest faded. “I’m not the one who finds out things, Pix. I’m the one who does things. I’m sure Mina would be delighted to assist you, after she lectured your ears—are those your real ears, or are you wearing fake ones again?—about her techniques and observation skills and how she’s as brilliant as her Uncle Sherlock, which I think is stretching things quite a bit.”

      “I’ve a new customer,” Pix said. “A partic’larly large and lucrative client, and I need to find out who⁠—”

      “Customer? For what?” I had a fairly good idea what he was talking about, despite my question. I still didn’t know what that small, palm-sized device was I’d pickpocketed from him a few weeks ago, but I’d come to the conclusion it wasn’t the only one of its kind.

      Approximately the size of a pound note folded in half, the object had been flat and sleek, with an intricate array of copper, bronze, and silver wheels, cogs, and dials on one slender end. It also had two small, stiff wires protruding from it. I couldn’t begin to guess what it was or what it did, and I hadn’t had the chance to ask Mina to take a look at it before Pix blackmailed me into giving it back. But I was fairly certain the little machine had something to do with what he called his “affairs.”

      “Evaline.” His voice had gone sharp. “I’ve tol’ ye before, there are things ye don’ need t’know.”

      “Right then. How can I find out who your new customer is—that’s what you want from me, isn’t it?—if you won’t tell me what they are buying.” That was a reasonable question.

      Something crinkled softly, and he pressed a paper into my hand. I was bringing it up to examine in the drassy light when he stiffened.

      “Hush.” He shoved me into the darkest shadow—and though I hadn’t heard anything, I closed my mouth and listened.

      Nothing. I heard nothing but the normal, mechanical sounds of the city at night, saw nothing but the random golden circles of gas lamp streetlights, felt nothing but the normal shift in the air…and the strong, silent power of his grip.

      After a moment I started to speak, but Pix lifted a hand sharply.

      Then, without a word, he curled his fingers around my arm and tugged me after him. I pulled easily out of his grip, but continued to follow as he darted from the shadows of tree to hedge to alley to fence line.

      “Look.” He pointed abruptly into the sky.

      Several blocks away in the narrow space between buildings, brushing past the sky-anchors that floated above a fog-enveloped cluster of roofs, was a slender, elegant vessel, cruising through the sky. Of a long, elliptical shape, it had a bulge at the bottom and batlike wings on the sides.

      It was an airship, the likes of which I’d only seen once before: the night I met Pix.

      I was aware of a sense of déjâ-vu, standing in the darkness with his lean, muscular body brushing against mine, looking up at the eerie object as it made its way silently through the sky.

      A beam of light winked on from the airship. The pale stream aimed straight down, riding over the peak of a roof, bumping down the side of the building, and then up the side of the next building as the ship continued to glide over the city. Another beam flashed out, scoring over more buildings in the same choppy way. The ship was coming closer, and the very sight made all the hair on my body prickle and lift as if I’d been dunked into an icy river.

      Pix’s breathing had become more shallow. His normal easy stance tensed.

      “What is it?” I asked. I’d done so before, several times, with no response—so I had little hope he’d actually answer. “Is it the same one we saw…before? At the British Museum?”

      His chin brushed my forehead. “Aye. I’d hoped they’d gone, but no.”

      “They? Who?” I realized he hadn’t dropped the ‘h’ in ‘hoped,’ but for once I was smart enough not to be distracted. I was more interested in finding out about the airship than calling him on his inconsistent accent.

      “They’re watching the city. All of us. Stay out of the light, Evaline,” he said, his words warm against my hair. “Mark m’words, luv, things are about to be changin’.” He groped for my hand, and the paper crinkled as he closed my fingers around it. “I gander this might ’elp. Find out what ye can, and let me know. Ye know where t’find me.”

      And with that, he melted into the shadows.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 2

          

          
            Miss Holmes

          

          IN WHICH OUR HEROINES TAKE ON TWO TASKS

        

      

    

    
      Though I was certain my colleague, Miss Stoker, spent all her mornings lazing in bed, I had adopted the daily habit of perusing a range of newspapers and other noteworthy publications whilst in Miss Irene Adler’s office at the British Museum.

      Happily, this process removed me from underfoot of Mrs. Raskill as she attended to her daily tasks in our household, which more often than not included multiple and varied expressions of her opinions. Most of them were regarding the work I did in the back room, which was outfitted as a laboratory. Her range of emotions—from disgust to irritation to shock and horror and back again—were so common as to be predictable (not to mention loud, as in the time a scorpion scuttled over the counter she was dusting—I had been attempting to collect its poison, for obvious reasons), and thus I seized the opportunity to be absent as much as possible.

      Therefore, whether or not Miss Adler was present in her office as the Keeper of Antiquities, and whether or not I had some other reason to be there, by eight o’clock nearly every morning I could be found sitting at a massive desk, drinking her excellent Darjeeling tea, and using the Proffitt’s Dandy Paper-Peruser to turn the pages as I scanned the Times, the Voice, and the Herald… as well as numerous publications from the Continent and America.

      I was engrossed in this process when the impetuous, bold, and—one must admit—brave Miss Evaline Stoker found me one Wednesday morning precisely twenty-three days after we concluded the Case of the Spiritglass Charade. It had been a dull three weeks, and I was eager to find something of interest to occupy my brain.

      My colleague burst in, as was her own habit, in a flurry of skirts, umbrella, and cloak, bringing in a gust of musty museum air tinged with the coal smoke of outdoors. The papers on my desk puffed up and shifted as she slammed the door closed, and the top of Miss Adler’s teapot rattled in its brand-new brasswork Pouring Station.

      “What can you tell me about who wrote this?” Miss Stoker said without preamble.

      I confess I wasn’t disappointed to be distracted from the uninteresting article about an imminent State Visit involving representatives from the Kingdom of Betrovia. Political and foreign maneuvering are my father’s expertise, not mine.

      I accepted the scrap of paper from Miss Stoker, noticing she’d eaten a glazed cherry tart whilst wearing gloves and had once again neglected to put money in her tiny handbag. Rather than ask for further information, I turned my attention to the note, which read:

      
        
        Two dozen this week.

        Two dozen next week.

        The usual location.

        Don’t be late, or you’ll know the consequences.

      

      

      Cryptic wording, but there was so much more to be deduced about the sender merely by observation.

      Expensive, thick, crème paper…yet not exceptional or unique and without monogram—The individual has wealth and taste but wishes to remain anonymous.

      Very little slant to the penmanship, letters formed nearly upright, with the left margin growing wider as the message went on—an assertive individual who is logical and practical but deeply invested in some future goal.

      Tall, spiky letters, particularly the “s”—the individual is intellectual and confident. Most likely a male, and very ambitious.

      Then I looked more closely, frowning. Curious. I lifted the paper to my nose and sniffed.

      Faint floral scent, a dusting of powder clung to the edge of the paper—no…a woman wrote this.

      I looked at Evaline. “From where did you obtain this?”

      “Pix gave it to me. He wants to know who wrote it.”

      “And…no, I suppose I shouldn’t be surprised he doesn’t know who it is. When one is dealing in illegal trade, whatever it is, one certainly doesn’t want one’s identity known.”

      I sniffed with disdain for Mr. Pix and his business dealings. “Whomever this individual is, my first inclination is that it’s an intelligent, confident, and powerful female, who likely has some sort of objective on which she is focused. A business perhaps. She is clearly determined to remain anonymous, and is attempting to disguise her gender by appearing to be a male—” I stopped abruptly, staring at the partial note. My lungs felt as if mummy wrappings were binding them so tightly I could hardly draw a breath.

      “Like…the Ankh?” Miss Stoker’s voice dropped to an uncharacteristically modulated tone.

      I didn’t respond. My palms had become damp and my pulse kicked up faster as a thrill of excitement rushed through me, followed by a prickle of apprehension.

      Scotland Yard was under the assumption—an exceedingly shortsighted and false assumption—that the individual known as the Ankh was dead. I, however, knew that could not be the case. For the last three months, I had waited for some proof I was correct—which was part of the reason I read every publication I could get my hands on and forced myself to go about in public as much as possible while watching for signs she had returned.

      This meant I paid particular attention to the activities of Lady Isabella Cosgrove-Pitt, wife of the esteemed leader of Parliament and distant relative of my nemesis, Scotland Yard Inspector Ambrose Grayling. Though I’d never publicly stated my opinion, I was certain she was the Ankh.

      And, in fact, I had once looked directly into the eyes of the Ankh and informed her I was aware of her true identity.

      “Everything we know about the Ankh fits the description of the individual who wrote this note.” I spoke slowly and deliberately as I tried to imagine what this development might portend…and if I was merely indulging in wishful thinking so as to prove everyone wrong. “How is Mr. Pix involved?”

      I couldn’t keep a hint of distaste from my tone as I asked about Evaline’s particular acquaintance. Aside from having a ridiculous appellation (although having been christened Alvermina, I suppose I should refrain from judgment; one truly has no control over one’s parents’ decisions), the disreputable young man was doubtless a thief, most certainly involved in illicit and illegal activities, and had no sense of propriety. Every time I recalled the sight of him in the Ankh’s opium den sporting an open vest that revealed tanned, muscular arms and a bare chest, I felt uncomfortably hot and a little breathless.

      No other male I knew would don something so scandalous—not even my friend Dylan Eckhert, who was from the future, where, I understood, things were quite a bit more lax when it came to propriety.

      And certainly the very last person I could imagine wearing such clothing—or lack thereof—would be the stiffly proper Inspector Grayling. Surely the swath of freckles that dusted his capable hands didn’t extend to the breadth of his shoulders…did it?

      “Your cheeks are turning pink, Mina. Are you feeling all right?”

      “Of course I am.” I lifted my teacup. “I’m merely waiting for you to tell me how your shady acquaintance is involved.”

      “He came to me for help.” Miss Stoker sounded supremely pleased with herself. “It seems the person who sent the note is a…well, a client of his. An anonymous client.”

      “Client?” Warning bells began to jangle in my mind. “One can only imagine what sort of business in which the likes of Mr. Pix is involved. And he wants your assistance? Are you addled?”

      “Might I remind you, Mina Holmes, that Pix saved your life on at least one occasion—two, if you count him bringing me to find you in the vampire lair at Smithfield, where I saved your life. The least we can do is try to repay the favor.”

      “I refuse to do anything even remotely illegal.”

      Miss Stoker rolled her hazel eyes. “He just wants us to find out who wrote the note. And if it is the Ankh …” Her voice trailed off suggestively.

      I sighed. “Very well. I shall keep this note and perform a thorough examination. But it would be quite helpful to know what it is this client—who does appear rather threatening—wants from Mr. Pix. At one point, you repeated to me his assertion that he deals with information—collecting it and selling it or otherwise using it to his advantage. It’s clearly not the case here, for it sounds as if he—she—is ordering a supply of something. And if she doesn’t get it, I wonder what the consequences will be.”

      “I’m not sure about any of it. Pix had this device…he seemed very protective of it. He was selling it or trading it with a vampire when I interrupted the exchange—this was just before the night you and I were in Smithfield. I think the mechanism might have something to do with his business, but he wouldn’t tell me anything about it. And he’s obviously concerned about her threat, or he wouldn’t have asked for assistance.”

      “Do you suspect he is manufacturing it? Or was that the only one of its kind?”

      “I think there are more of them. If I had to guess⁠—”

      “Guessing is a futile effort, Miss Stoker. How many times must I remind you that valid theories are born of observation and analysis? One doesn’t guess. One deduces.”

      She rolled her eyes again, and I deduced (based on the observation of her tightening lips, narrowing eyes, and shifting jaw, combined with my knowledge of her character) she was about to say something irritable, but then the office door opened.

      My heart did a funny little skip every time that happened, for there was always the chance the newcomer would be Dylan Eckhert.

      In this case, however, my base physical reaction to the hoped-for arrival was in vain, for it was Miss Adler who breezed into the chamber…followed, quite astonishingly, by none other than Her Royal Highness, Princess Alexandra herself.

      Miss Stoker and I bolted to our feet as I dropped the teacup back onto the edge of its saucer. It tipped with a loud clatter and slopped the floral-scented tea all over a stack of papers on the desk. My cheeks burned as I tugged a handkerchief from the cuff of my sleeve.

      “Excellent. You are already here,” Miss Adler said. “That will make our task much more expedient.” Her eyes strayed to the puddle of tea, but she made no comment.

      “Good morning, Your Highness.” Miss Stoker curtsied with perfect grace.

      I hastened to follow suit while trying to surreptitiously mop up the spilt tea and save the papers from their ink running.

      The princess, who employed a topaz-and-emerald-encrusted walking stick, made her way to the most comfortable seat in the chamber: a large, barrel-shaped armchair with generously thick cushions. She pushed a button on its arm and the seat rose silently to just beneath her bustle. She angled back onto the cushion, and the seat lowered her to a more comfortable level. “You may be seated,” she told us as the chair puffed to a halt.

      With one last dab at the wet papers, I vacated the desk chair for Miss Adler’s use and selected a place next to Evaline. My brain ticked through its checklist of observations about the princess (she’d recently acquired a small copper-furred dog, selected her own jewelry today, had breakfasted on kippers and blueberry scones, her coach had brought her via the Strand) and my mentor (she’d had her hair trimmed, burned her hand pulling a bread pan from the oven, and appeared particularly well-rested and lively) when the conversation began.

      “Ah, I see you’ve been reading up on the Betrovian visit, Mina,” Miss Adler commented. With spare, graceful movements, she extricated the current London Times from its moorings, taking care not to set it in the damp spot on her desk, and closed the Proffitt’s Dandy Paper-Peruser with a neat click.

      “It’s rather impossible to avoid doing so. It’s been the lead story in every periodical to which I subscribe.” With the exception of the Ladies’ Tattle-Tale, but I wasn’t about to admit I knew about that rag, let alone read it. Which, of course, I did. One can never be too informed, even through sensational gossip and fashion stories. I found the latest on dits about the comings and goings from a new gentlemen’s club called the Goose & the Pearl unaccountably fascinating.

      “As well it should be, for it’s an important—and sensitive-event. In fact, that’s precisely why Princess Alix is here this morning. Madame the Queen has commanded her to be personally involved in all aspects of the visit, including finalizing the details for the event tomorrow.” Miss Adler turned to the other woman.

      “Indeed. There hasn’t been a diplomatic visit between Betrovia and England for more than fifty years. The last time a Betrovian contingent arrived in London, it was a disaster. The young Betrovian prince, who’d been engaged to marry a Russian princess, decided he preferred an English girl—a maid, no less—and the two ran off to Gretna Green in Scotland and eloped. The scandal nearly ended our trade agreement with the Betrovians. As it was, you may be aware that our current arrangement for the importation of their wool, cotton, and internationally prized silk is laden with tax surcharges and limitations.”

      Miss Adler took up the narrative, a smile curving her lips. “In fact, there have been comparisons to the unfair Stamp Act and Tea Act that England imposed upon my country last century, causing the Americans to revolt. Of course it is an utterly different circumstance—Betrovia is not and never will be a governing body over England and vice versa—but there will, of course, be complaints and unfair, inaccurate comparisons as prices go up. In fact, the trade agreement is in jeopardy of being renewed at even worse terms. And it is all due to a centuries-old dispute revolving around an ancient chess set. But we shall get to that shortly.”

      I cast a glance at Miss Stoker and wasn’t the least bit surprised to see her eyes glazed over with either boredom or confusion. I confess, in this instance we were both of the same mind (although I assure you, Dear Reader, I might be bored, but I wasn’t the least bit confused).

      “Right then.” Miss Adler seemed to recognize our polite disinterest and, thankfully, moved from politics to more relevant information. “The Lord Regent Mikalo Terrence will be the Betrovian official in attendance. He has been charged with delivering a gift to England—a long-lost letter from the Great Queen Elizabeth—along with negotiating a new trade agreement between England and Betrovia. Most importantly, the Princess Lurelia will be accompanying the Lord Regent. It is because of this young lady’s attendance that Her Royal Highness requires your involvement. Princess Lurelia must not only be entertained and amused during her visit, but she must also be kept safe and her reputation spotless. Who better to fulfill both requirements than the two of you.” Miss Adler bestowed a pleased smile upon each of us in turn. “You are of an age with her, and I trust you will show her the delights of London Society as well as ensure nothing untoward happens.”

      I dared not look at Miss Stoker, for I suspected the same horror I was feeling would be reflected in her eyes. Society? Entertainment? Did Miss Adler truly expect Evaline and me to be the princess’s chaperone to musicales, teas, and soirees? Rides in the park? And whatever else young royals did for amusement?

      I could think of few things I would less like to spend my time doing.

      “How long will the princess be in London?” ventured Miss Stoker. I noticed she wasn’t looking at me either.

      “No more than a month, I daresay,” our mentor replied. “And as it is Second High Season from now until the end of October, there will be plenty of opportunity for you to show her a varied and exciting time.”

      A month?

      “Is the princess in danger? I mean to say, do you expect anything untoward to happen?” I asked.

      “Not at all,” replied Princess Alix. “But Lurelia is engaged to be married in six months, and it is incumbent upon us to ensure that she returns to Betrovia fully prepared to be wed, and with absolutely no hint of a scandal attached to her. Anything other than a continued spotless reputation could put her marriage at risk. I need not say we do not want a repeat of the previous debacle.”

      This time I did exchange looks with Miss Stoker. Considering the fact that during our brief acquaintance we’d visited an opium den, encountered two dead bodies, allied ourselves with a pickpocket, and been held captive in a vampire’s hideaway—not to mention nearly died at the hands of the Ankh—I wasn’t certain we could guarantee Princess Lurelia’s reputation would remain spotless if she were encouraged into our company.

      “Right then,” Evaline said. “When are they due to arrive?”

      “Tomorrow,” I replied, feeling as if I’d just announced a death sentence.

      “Tomorrow?”

      “Indeed,” said Miss Adler. “Princess Lurelia decided to join the trip at the last minute, hence the urgency of our meeting today. There will be an official Welcome Event at the museum late tomorrow afternoon. Of course the two of you will be in attendance.” Her voice was smooth and assertive, but her gaze was sharp and unyielding.

      Evaline and I exchanged glances once more, but the die was cast. We were to be babysitting a princess for the next month. I could only imagine what the girl would be like: spoilt, fairy-headed, and interested only in shopping, dancing, and her forthcoming nuptials. I wasn’t certain which would be worse: listening to the girl prattle on about wedding plans already in place, or having to offer advice and suggestion in order to help her make them.

      As we left Miss Adler’s office, the note Mr. Pix had given Evaline crinkled in my skirt pocket. At least I had something interesting to look forward to.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 3

          

          
            Miss Holmes

          

          WHEREIN THE IMPORTANCE OF A MATTER IS ARGUED

        

      

    

    
      Since I would be at the mercy of a princess and her social whims for the next month, I decided it would be to my benefit to find out as much as I could about the Betrovians and their visit.

      I remembered reading something about the chessboard Miss Adler mentioned. It was ancient and of Byzantine origin, but other than that, I knew little detail about the situation that had nearly caused our two countries to go to war. Whatever the event, it had happened three centuries ago and was hardly pertinent to my daily work.

      Miss Stoker wasn’t convinced about the necessity of spending time on such research, but she had no choice but to receive (though likely not fully comprehend the implications of) the information I’d gathered as we rode to the Welcome Event late the next afternoon.

      Unsurprisingly, Evaline’s first concern was about that disreputable pickpocket’s client, rather than the Betrovians. It was six o’clock when I climbed into her carriage, and she immediately began to pester me.

      “I’ve been waiting to hear from you since yesterday, and not a word. Not even a brief note. I thought you were a Holmes! I thought you knew everything! What did you find out about Pix’s client?”

      It had been dark and blustery all day, and, already being damp and cold, I had hardly settled my bustle and skirts into place on the carriage seat (which is a task easier spoken about than accomplished, considering the numerous layers of fabric involved, and the awkward bump of the bustle low on my spine). My thick hair was turning into bric-a-brac kinks, and I was in no mood to be lectured. “Miss Stoker. One doesn’t ‘find out’ things when one is investigating. One observes, then analyzes and dedu⁠—”

      “Mina.” Her eyes blazed and I thought she might lunge across the carriage at me. I believe I also heard the sound of her teeth grinding. Apparently, she was in no better mood than I. “What have you deduced about Pix’s client? Is it the Ankh?”

      I resisted the urge to hush her; we were, after all, in her private carriage, and Middy, the driver, couldn’t hear anything we said. “I shall tell you all about that later. I have had limited time to spend on the scrap of paper, due to the more pressing matter of the Betrovian visit.”

      “The Betrovian visit is more important than knowing if the Ankh has returned? Blooming Pete, are you mad?”

      “I did not say it was more important. I said it was more pressing. Of course it is of the utmost importance to determine whether the Ankh has returned. But, unlike others in this vehicle, I have no intention of blazing off on a trail without a plan, or at the very least, solid information. I, for one, won’t be standing up in the middle of a meeting and shouting accusations and jeopardizing our investigation—not to mention ourselves.”

      This was, of course, a reference to the time Miss Stoker had announced our uninvited presence at a secret meeting led by the Ankh. We were there anonymously until my companion stood up in the back of the chamber and demanded answers from the villainess. We barely escaped with our lives, and that was only the first time Miss Stoker’s impetuousness had endangered a case.

      Miss Stoker’s face turned pink, and then red, and I was uncertain whether its cause was shame or fury. I didn’t care; we weren’t far from the museum and I had information to share.

      “I’ve done some research about the Betrovians⁠—”

      “I don’t care about the Betrovians. Blooming fish, Mina, what’s wrong with you? Are you afraid the Ankh has returned? Is that it? You don’t want to face her again? You’re avoiding the investigation because⁠—”

      “I am not avoiding—don’t be absurd. That’s ridic⁠—”

      “Well, you nearly died. No one would blame you if you didn’t want to get involved again.” Her voice had become quieter. Almost sympathetic.

      I struggled to keep my temper and expression under control. I wasn’t about to admit I’d clawed myself out of a nightmare early this morning in which I was reliving those terrifying moments of being strapped to a statue, preparing to be electrofied by the villainess herself. Aside from that, I’d felt that same sort of underlying sympathy coming from Evaline more than once in the last few weeks—since we’d realized my mother had been Miss Stoker’s vampire-hunter mentor. Neither of us had attempted to discuss this discovery; it had been a strange and unsettling moment, leaving us both silent and uncertain. Even I had no desire to talk about it. And so the knowledge hung there between us like a puffy black cloud.

      “Make no mistake, Miss Stoker. I fully intend to find and bring the Ankh to justice. But for now, we really must focus our attentions on the matter at hand. The museum is just two blocks away, and⁠—”

      My companion gave a derisive snort and slumped back into her corner. I took this as invitation for me to commence with educating her about the histoiy between England and Betrovia. “The relationship between our nation and that of Betrovia is long and varied, and fraught with upheaval, mistrust, and competition—but it comes down to two important things: we British have become great consumers of the unique and beautiful Betrovian fabric, and the Betrovians wish to supersede Paris as the center of fashion in the civilized world. Therefore, the Betrovians wish to have open trade and excellent diplomatic relations with England because of the reaches of our Empire, and our deep pockets. But it’s only been fifty years since the Betrovians returned the Theophanine Chess Table and we’ve reinstated a working trade agreement.”

      “What on earth does a chessboard have to do with anything?” Evaline asked rudely.

      That was my opportunity to launch into the explanation I’d been trying to give. “The chessboard and pieces were separated centuries ago during a war in Byzantium. The chessboard was promised to Queen Elizabeth as a gift—she had, at some point, acquired the pieces of the chess set-but the King of Betrovia refused to let her have it. That is what caused the great rift between our countries, and it was only fifty years ago that the chessboard was finally delivered to Her Majesty here in London. I’m certain you recall seeing it—it’s a massive piece built into a table—and it’s displayed in the Third Graeco-Roman Saloon. Surely you⁠—”

      The carriage gave a great jolt, nearly throwing me off my seat as the vehicle slammed to a halt. Evaline and I looked at each other, then swung to look out our respective windows.

      The last time we’d experienced such an event, that scoundrel Mr. Pix had engineered the cessation of traffic merely so he could deliver a message to my companion. Apparently, flair and dramatics were his modus operandi. But this time, it appeared he had no hand in the mess on the lower street level…for the thoroughfare was filled with people celebrating the arrival of the Betrovians.

      Flags of purple and gold, emblazoned with the Betrovian seal, fluttered from extendable rods from whence they were waved by a great number of spectators at every street level. I wondered whether the flags were made from Betrovian silk or plain old British cotton. There were a great number of them, as if someone had distributed the pennants and gathered the bystanders into place to ensure a celebratory welcome for our foreign guests.

      I chafed at the delay as our carriage wended its way through the throngs of people on the street and then turned into the drive of the museum. At last it was our turn to alight, and as one of the guards assisted me to step down, I spied several people making their way up the long, low staircase to the side entrance of the museum.

      The gentleman who caught my eye wasn’t particularly tall, but he carried himself with such authority that he appeared to tower over everyone near him. Dressed in the most regal and up-to-date fashion, the man moved smoothly and gracefully despite the copper-knobbed cane he employed to climb the steps. I knew the necessity of the cane was due to an accident he’d suffered at the hands of a business rival several years ago, which had resulted in the death of his business partner.

      The gentleman wore a tall hat with a particularly curly brim, but I had seen pictures indicating he had a full, thick head of dark hair just beginning to thread with gray at the temples. He sported long sideburns and was otherwise cleanshaven. His handsome features might have been carved from marble. The press reported his age to be approximately forty, but based on what the man had accomplished, I suspected he could be a year or two older.

      “Is that Mr. Oligary?” asked Miss Stoker in an undertone.

      However, her circumspection wasn’t needed in this particular situation, for the crowds were loud (now they were singing the Betrovian National Anthem), and the sound of a loud motor above us (a small dirigible pulling a welcome sign behind it) would have drowned out her question for anyone but me.

      “Yes, it is,” I replied, my eyes still fastened on the man who had been nicknamed the Genius of Modern Times. I have no idea who would have dubbed him with such a simplistic and exaggerated appellation, but the press had taken hold of the phrase and that was the end of that. “I’ve never actually met the man, but of course he is very recognizable from the photographs which appear weekly in the papers.”

      “And there are Lord and Lady Cosgrove-Pitt,” my companion pointed out.

      Her comment was unnecessary, for it was just as impossible to miss the Parliamentary leader and his wife as it would have been not to notice the Queen herself. He was short and muscular, but very distinguished and with a voice that carried easily over the crowds (and, one presumes, through the walls of Westminster). He was speaking emphatically to a companion as he guided his wife by the arm. Lord Cosgrove-Pitt doffed his hat just as they stepped into the museum, and I saw the silver of his hair and muttonchop sideburns.

      For once, I paid little attention to Lady Cosgrove-Pitt other than sparing a moment of admiration for her fashionable magenta dress and the matching handleless parasol that hovered mechanically above her head, for my attention had been drawn to a broad-shouldered, ginger-haired figure who climbed nimbly up the steps in the wake of his distant relatives.

      “Isn’t that Inspector Grayling over there?” There was a definite smirk in Miss Stoker’s tone. “He is a remarkably tall man, isn’t he?”

      “I’m perfectly capable of observing and identifying the attendees of today’s event all on my own,” I told her primly as I did my best to keep from looking for that abominable steamcycle Grayling insisted on driving. I had no idea where he would have parked the monstrosity. “You needn’t point out every individual walking up the steps.”

      Evaline didn’t respond, but I noticed the curve of her cheeks and the way she ducked her head to hide the sparkle in her eyes. “I wonder if he’s here in an official capacity, or as an escort to the Cosgrove-Pitts.”

      I sniffed and sailed through the open door into the museum, leaving Miss Stoker to follow with her shorter strides. I had nothing further to say on the subject of Inspector Grayling, and I sincerely hoped we would not cross paths during this event.

      Fortunately, Miss Stoker and I had been given our directions yesterday during a brief tour with Princess Alix and Miss Adler, so we were able to avoid the throng of people that milled about the Roman Galley. Instead, we turned to the right and walked through the Grenville Library to the Assistant Keeper’s Room, where we were to meet the Betrovian princess.

      “Miss Evaline Stoker and Miss Alvermina Holmes,” announced a guard as he opened the door to a private parlor with a flourish.

      I managed not to wince at the use of my full name and stepped into the small chamber. There were only three other people in attendance, but the place was filled with an abundance of antiquities. Unlike in other areas of the museum, where the valuable artifacts were kept in glass cases and far out of the reach of inquisitive fingers, here was a display meant to be examined with not only the eye, but the touch and perhaps even smell.

      Small golden Egyptian statues, jade and onyx beaded jewelry, glass mosaic vases and platters, plate-sized paintings, and numerous other ancient objets d’art sat on tables, open shelves, and on the floor. I could only imagine what they were worth—more than the Crown Jewels of England, I surmised.

      I would have looked at them all day, but my attention was drawn to Princess Alix. Fortunately, I hadn’t forgotten my manners, for I’d dropped into a fairly graceful curtsy as my name was intoned a second time—in this instance by the princess herself.

      “Her Royal Highness Lurelia Gertillia Vasvenne, I am pleased to present Miss Mina Holmes and Miss Evaline Stoker. They have offered to be your companions during your visit, and I am quite certain you will enjoy their company immensely”

      As I rose from my curtsy, I looked up with no small curiosity into the face of the young woman who would be my charge for the next few weeks.
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            Miss Stoker

          

          COINCIDENCE OR CONSPIRACY?

        

      

    

    
      I have no idea of Mina’s initial impression of the princess—though it was surely more detailed than mine. For me, the first word that came to my mind when I saw Princess Lurelia was “colorless.”

      She wasn’t unattractive. She was merely bland. Drab. From head to toe. She had mousy blond hair, gray eyes with blond, invisible lashes, pale lips, and fair skin. Even her dress, though made of the coveted Betrovian silk, was colorless— neither white nor cream, nor even ivory.

      “I’m pleased to meet you,” said Princess Lurelia. In a colorless voice.

      Her eyes held no spark of interest or enthusiasm. Her expression was merely polite. Her movements, when she inclined her head to accept our introduction, were stiff and practiced. She didn’t appear dumbstruck, or unintelligent, or even nervous or befuddled. She was simply there.

      I couldn’t help but glance at Mina.

      The same dismay I felt was reflected in her eyes. We were to be saddled with this girl for four weeks?

      I sighed. Maybe she’d relax a bit once we got to know her.

      “Mina and I are looking forward to showing you around London,” I forced myself to say brightly. My companion, for once, didn’t seem to have any wisdom to offer. “There will be parties and theater and picnics, or riding in the park if you like. And of course, we must go shopping and visit New Vauxhall Gardens.”

      “I will look forward to it

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
    

  


OEBPS/images/untitled-1.jpg






This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.


OEBPS/images/templatetitlepage_stokerholmes4.jpg
EIE
CHESS QUEEN
ENIGMA

A STOKER & HOLMES NOVEL

COLLEEN GLEASON

OLIVERHEBERBOOKS





OEBPS/images/colleengleason_london.gif





OEBPS/images/the-chess-queen-enigma-kindle.jpg
o

" THE,
(GHESS QDEEN
~ ENIGMA

 YCSNSTOKER & HOLMES NOVEL







