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      A Wild Ghost Chase

      

      Queen Victoria orders the premiere phantom hunter, Sexton Dukenfield, to track down England’s missing ghosts. On the job, Sexton stumbles into Ceridwen, a phantom Celtic warrior woman. Not only does Sexton find her intriguing as a clue to the missing spirits, her sultry beauty haunts him as well. Though they both burn with desire, it’s difficult to quench their fiery passion since Ceridwen is so translucent.

      

      On a mission through the bustling narrow streets of London, to a dreary match factory, and to the Otherworld and back to stop a genius scientist and his phantasm debilitater machine, the ghost and the ghost hunter also seek the secret …to freeing the boundaries of life and death. Is it possible…or just a wild ghost chase?
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      The metal gas lamp, adorned with a frosted lampshade and fringed by splintery thin crystal prisms, dimmed. An icy chill cut to the ghost hunter’s bones as he watched the light shut off. Darkness descended.

      “That’s easily remedied,” Sexton Dukenfield said aloud.

      While holding a candlestick with a snuffed out candle, he dug in the pocket of his frock coat with his other hand and fished out a Lucifer match. He scratched it against the marble tabletop, lit the wick, and set the candlestick on the table with a soft clunk. Then he lifted the hard brass bell and the soft leather-bound book.

      “Be gone, spirit. I banish you to your realm to never return.”

      Quavering, ghostly moans overwhelmed the deadly silence as the four walls surrounding him trembled like chattering teeth. “You are not wanted here.” He raised his voice. “Cinis in cinerem and pulvis in pulverem.” With those^t words, the room ceased shaking. “I banish you.” The chill in the air vanished and the room returned to its normal condition.

      Sexton glanced at the meter embedded in the wooden block, topped with a shiny brass button. The thin, gold-tone needle pointed to the right, indicating heat. “I see we have normal room temperature once more. Good, I was getting chilled.” He shifted his gaze to another square device, trimmed in black metal. His eyes fixed on the gauge and the little brass arrow swinging from the far right to the middle, meaning it only detected human energy. Sexton had exorcised the specter. “Another job is done. The hunter of spirits and phantoms saved the day again. I am good at what I do.”

      That was a tough one and the fifth spook he had to get rid of in this same house. He pulled back the folding doors from the drawing room. Hovering in the hallway near the door, as if ready to flee, stood tiny, gray-headed Widow Lupton.

      “Is it gone?” she asked in a soft, breaking tone as she peered at him with round, bug-like eyes.

      “I have vanquished the spirit. You have your home to yourself again.”

      “Thank you, Mister Dukenfield. I do not know what I would do without you.” The scrawny woman’s thin mouth turned up into a smile that softened her wrinkle-furrowed face.

      “Madam, you could do without me if you stop your séances. They are like a pub in a bad part of town; they draw all the loitering riff-raff from beyond the grave.”

      “But they are the only means I have to reach my dear Johnny. My only son.”

      “Johnny’s not marching home again. He has gone on to a better place. All the good ones do.”

      “I miss my boy so.”

      “I do not doubt it for a moment, but when you call the spirits, you send out an invitation to all of them, even those souls you would never have had in your house when they were alive. Call your friends over to needlepoint, exchange recipes, play charades, or mold wax flowers, anything but séances.” He wagged his finger reprovingly in her face. “No more ghosts for you.”

      “I promise, this will be my last time.”

      “Very well, and Mrs. Lupton, if you will be so kind as to hand over the six shillings for my fee, I’ll leave you to your leisure.”

      “Indeed, Mister Dukenfield, come with me.”

      Sexton picked up his two phantom hunting devices by their handles and breathed in the soft, comforting lavender scent of the elderly woman as he followed her from the hall to the study. The yellow floral paper on the walls peeked through the few spaces not covered by gilded frames encasing paintings and an occasional photograph. He recognized one of them as her deceased son, young, twenty-something. He’d gone into the light the moment he died, over forty years ago, and wasn’t coming back, but Widow Lupton wouldn’t hear it. He’d told her many times before. Her husband died a year ago, but she never asked about his spirit at all.

      At the tall mahogany secretary, she pulled open the first drawer and withdrew the coins. Sexton set his energy detector down on the secretary-desk and Mrs. Lupton dropped the silver shillings onto his gloved hands.

      “Mister Dukenfield, won’t you stay for tea?”

      Sexton deposited the coins into the crocheted miser purse on his belt and grabbed the smooth brass handle of his energy detector. “I must bid you a good day. My cook has dinner ready no doubt, and a big, fat bottle of brandy awaiting me.”

      “But no wife. Tell me, when will you put your bachelor days behind you and settle down? I’m sure many young ladies are vying for your attention.”

      “I assure you, it would take a warrior woman to tame me.” His stomach growled at him to get out of there and home to his supper.

      “Oh, I don’t suppose there are many of those around.”

      “No, Victorian ladies are too gently bred and demure to bridle the beast in me.”

      “Oh dear, Mister Dukenfield, really.” She blushed.

      Sexton shifted the two instruments he used for finding spirits to one hand and tipped his hat to the widow. “It has been a pleasure, and now I bid you a good day.”

      “Thank you for your services.” The widow walked him to the door.

      Sexton dashed down the front steps to the sidewalk and with a loud whistle and a broad wave, he hailed a passing steam-powered omnibus.
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      Clutching the energy detector and thermo-aura meter protectively, as if he were ready to guard them with his life, Sexton stepped onto the bus. With a rumble and a hiss of steam, the large shiny copper boiler with brass cylinders and condenser fired up the vehicle. Sexton settled in a comfortable cushioned seat, the only man in the inner carriage, as all the other gentlemen sat on the top deck of the omnibus.

      When the conductor called, “Boarding,” the bus pulled to a stop, then calling out, politely addressing the whole bus, he asked, “Would a gentleman be so kind as to give his seat to a lady?” He glared at Sexton, the only man sitting in the lower level.

      “I’d rather not. I have some delicate instruments and I don’t want to risk climbing.”

      Every hat-covered head turned toward Sexton, all of them ladies, and glared. The conductor looked shocked, as though Sexton were the first gentleman ever who didn’t give up his seat for a lady passenger. Then again, Sexton was no gentleman.

      Under the heat of the unceasing stares he relented. “Very well.” Sexton stood gingerly. He cradled the tools against his chest as best he could and used his other hand to keep his balance. While he climbed the metal rungs to the top, he mumbled, “Maybe women should have their own bus so a gentleman wouldn’t have to climb to the upper deck when carrying precious tools of the trade. It’s outrageous and I am appalled even more than usual.”

      Sexton found a seat as the conductor assisted a woman whose crinoline caused her difficulty in squeezing in through the narrow door.

      “If she delays us any longer, she should remove that huge petticoat and then get in.” Sexton expected the other passengers riding on top, all men, to look at him with horror, but they burst out laughing. The driver’s chuckles were the loudest.

      With the woman finally seated, Sexton held tightly to his phantasm hunting devices as the omnibus took off with a rumble and puffs of white steam.

      Spotting his street, Sexton called for his stop, then carefully climbed down the rungs. The soles of his polished shoes slapped against the freshly scrubbed sidewalk leading to the front steps of his tall, narrow, three-story house.

      Taken unaware, he jumped back, startled by what waited on the bottom step. The child appeared to be no more than six, but most likely was an undernourished lass of nine or ten. She was clad in a ragged, dark shawl, an ill-fitting, dingy blouse, ruined by a huge dirt stain, and bedraggled black skirt, with an old brown straw hat covering her head and brow. She pressed her arms close to her sides as if terribly cold.

      “You are in the wrong place. No strays allowed—neither dogs, cats, or waifs.”

      She stood and curtsied. “Pardon, sir.”

      “Move along, private property. I have enough in my way without having to step over children to reach the front door. Obstacles everywhere.”

      “Please, sir, I don’t know where to go,” she pleaded in a weeping tone.

      “Go home. Your mother has supper waiting for you. I might join you. I’m hungry.”

      “My mum put me out. I don’t have me four shillings a week now. I lost me wages at the match factory. Sent all the boys and girls home, they did.”

      “The match factory, firing children. Imagine that. Have proper grownups taken the jobs, then?”

      “Weren’t any but the owner and a foreman. They’re still working there, sir, and a rich gentleman. He started coming around each day about a fortnight ago, he did.”

      “You say the match factory has shut its doors?”

      “Oh no, sir, it runs night and day.”

      “Without labor? How?”

      “No one knows, sir. They set the dogs on me when I went to beg for me job. I ran, I did, until I was too tired, then I walked until I had to sit down. That’s when I plopped here on your step to rest.”

      “Are dogs chasing children now? I thought they ran after foxes and cats.” Sexton glanced at her short, shaggy hair. It might have been light brown. It was too filthy to tell. Dirt covered her tiny face. “I don’t even want to guess how many days it’s been since you had a bath. I don’t think I can count that high.”

      Her large blue eyes lucidly attested to the misery she’d seen and dared him not to cry along with her.

      “The match factory, you say.” He noticed her skin was pale from working inside all day. “You can’t stay on my step.” She also smelled. The whole city smelled; he could hardly fault the child for that. The girl desperately needed to be scrubbed, fed, and properly dressed. “You might as well come inside.” He reached out his large hand to her small one and pulled her to her feet while still cradling his instruments.

      She followed him up the stone steps. “Thank you, sir.”

      “None of that needed. I’m merely removing you from my doorway.” Sexton turned the brass knob and stepped into the hall.

      He glanced in the gold-framed mirror at the light stubble across his chin from forgetting to shave. He had what ladies often referred to as rugged good looks. He set his instruments on the small hall table, then shed his leather gloves, and set them there as well. He removed his frock coat and hung it and his hat on the brass coat tree. Sexton brushed the palm of his hand across his head, smoothing down his dark, silky hair. Though attired as a gentleman, the roughness of his bare hands betrayed his working class beginnings.

      Sexton breathed in the scent of baked chicken wafting in from the dining room. Reaching into the pocket of his vest, he pulled out a gold watch on a chain. “Dinner time, it is.”

      He led the child into the next room, where the folding doors had been pulled back and he shouted, “Harriet, set another place for our unexpected guest.”

      A woman with a square-shaped face and box-shaped body walked upstairs from the kitchen in the basement. “Sir, have you stolen someone’s child?”

      “They’re giving away children. I was unlucky enough to get one.” He set his hand gently on the girl’s shoulder as he peered at the cook. “Her mum closed the door to her when she lost her position and weekly salary at the match factory.”

      Harriet’s jaw dropped. “The woman should be hung.”

      The child gasped.

      “Just a figure of speech, dear, no one’s hanging anyone.” Harriet smoothed down the white apron she wore over her long black dress as she turned back to Sexton. “So, you have a daughter now?”

      “I’ll pull out your tongue. No, her visit shall be limited to one night. After all, we don’t rent rooms here. This is not the Spaniard’s Inn. The food here is not nearly as good.” He glanced sideways at the cook. “I only offer one-day accommodations for wayward waifs and maybe a cat or two, if you catch me on a good day.”

      “Pay him no mind.” Harriet stooped down to the girl’s height. “What’s your name, child?”

      “Katie.” The skinny match girl offered an awkward curtsey.

      “Well, aren’t you well-mannered. I’m Harriet,” the cook returned the curtsey, “and you’ve met the master, Mister Dukenfield.”

      “Charmed to meet you.” He gave a slight bow to the child, and then glanced at his cook. “Where’s my dinner? I’m famished. And get something for the stray.”

      “Now, she’ll appreciate my plum pudding.” Harriet tilted her head back.

      A great smile spread across Katie’s face and she looked like any other happy child.

      Sexton nodded at the little girl. “Harriet here makes sweets all the time, so she can eat them. There are plenty of treats here, one at every meal.” He pulled out a chair and sat at the round mahogany table spread with a crisp white linen cloth and topped with silverware and glasses.

      “Come, Katie, you’ll sup with Mister Dukenfield.” Harriet helped her into a dining chair in front of the extra place setting she always set out, just in case company dropped by. The cook prided herself on being hospitable, even if her employer did not.

      “This room is bigger than my whole house. It’s so warm and smells so good,” the girl said.

      “Does your house smell bad?” Sexton asked.

      “Yes,” the girl bobbed her head, “and it’s damp and cold.”

      Sexton waved his fingers in the air. “The grand furnishings you see before you are paid for by specters, so to speak.”

      “You have ghosts here, sir?” Katie asked in a timid whisper.

      “No, but you can say I’m in the specter business. I rid people of phantasms, that’s my usual employment.”

      “He hunts spirits and such, he does.” Harriet carried a platter of baked chicken from the dish lift and sat it on the table.

      “Oh, important work, that is.” Katie’s blue eyes grew wide and round with awe.

      Sexton smiled. For a fleeting moment she lost that sad look that tugged at his heart. “People only think it’s important when they need me. The rest of them look on me as a charlatan. But I suppose I am.” Now that she’d removed her torn shawl, he noticed that her arms were all bone, like a skeleton. “Katie, when did you last eat?”

      “I had some crackers, I think two days ago.”

      “You’ll have more than crackers tonight.” Harriet grabbed a bowl of steaming vegetable soup from the dish lift.

      “It’s better than Christmas. I never saw food like this for everyday. We usually have potatoes or bread with our tea and crackers.”

      “If Harriet fed me nothing but potatoes and crackers, she would soon have to find other employment,” Sexton said.

      “Wait until you taste your dessert.” Harriet smiled at Katie.

      The child turned her head toward the dish lift.

      Harriet headed there and picked up a large china bowl. “Plum pudding.”

      A loud banging started at the front door. From outside, the deep voice of a man barked, “Open up in the name of the Queen.”

      “What now? Can’t a man have his dinner?” Sexton stood and stomped toward the door. “There now, I’m coming.” He flung it open, expecting to see an angry client, maybe a constable, but never this.

      One of the Queen’s Grenadier guards in a large black headdress stood before him. “Mister Sexton Dukenfield?“

      “Yes, the one and only.”

      “Come with me.”

      “Well, whatever this is about, I didn’t do it. And if it concerns the phantasms, I charge a reasonable fee to get rid of them, but I give no guarantees. If they come back, it’s not my doing.”

      The guard stared at him. “You must come with us, by order of the Queen.”

      “You can’t haul a man away before he has had his supper. What has become of everyone’s manners?” Sexton grabbed his hat from the brass hook of the hall tree and popped it on his head before stepping outside.

      The scarlet-coated guards’ backs were as straight as a door and all their chins tilted at the same angle as they stood by a steam-powered carriage. Not as well-behaved as the guards, the horseless landau hissed and spat steam as it rudely rumbled. A guard held the carriage door open for Sexton.

      “How cordial of you. Yes, thank you very much.” Sexton climbed inside and leaned back against the cushioned seat, wondering what he had done now. For all he knew, they were carrying him to his hanging. “If you don’t mind me asking, where are you taking me?”

      The closed-mouthed, stone-faced guards in the coach stared back at Sexton as they kept their backs to the windows, blocking them as if they feared he would make an escape.

      By the loud grating and rumbling noise, he knew the iron-tired wheels rolled across streets constructed of granite blocks, which meant they drove down a main road.

      “I suppose I will soon find out,” Sexton mumbled to himself as the bumpy carriage rolled onward.
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      The carriage stopped and the guard opened the door, Sexton stepped out and stretched his neck, peering at the towering oval-shaped brass and steel structure and the gleaming airship tied to it with the Union Jack painted on its side.

      “I see we’ve arrived at the dock of an airship.” Sexton tapped the shoulder of the guard closest to him. “There is some mistake, I say. I’m a land lover.” He tipped his hat to the guards. “It has been an interesting outing, but our time together has come to an end. My cook has dinner waiting, a decanter of brandy with a side of baked chicken. If you will excuse me, I can’t be late, the brandy has aged enough already.”

      He turned to step back inside the carriage, but it had already pulled off. “That was fast.” The guard took Sexton's shoulder and guided him toward the base of the tall brass dock the airship was tied to.

      Sexton looked up at the long ropes holding the ship floating above them. “I don’t trust those things.”

      “Come on,” the guard curtly ordered.

      “Man was made to eat birds, not fly like them.” He patted the guard on the shoulder. “My cook happens to have a fat baked hen waiting for me. Return me to it at once and I’ll share the plumpest, juiciest joint with you, but the brandy is all mine.”

      The guard twisted his shoulder free of Sexton’s hold and shoved him forward. “This way.”

      “Spoken like a man who has had his supper.” Having no choice, Sexton stepped onto the steam-powered lift and clutched the side rail as it rose to the round platform. He tried not to look down as he took a wide step from the air dock into the confounded flying contraption.

      “I say, what is all this about?” he asked, as he followed the guard into a round cabin.

      Decorated as a lush parlor, the floor was covered with a circular rug in jewel-toned hues. Burgundy drapes were pulled back with gold tassels, displaying the night sky in the round windows. A woman stood with her back to him, dressed head to toe in a black mourning dress, hair pulled into a drab, gray bun.

      Straight ahead stood the steering wheel, the kind found on a large nautical ship. Sexton glanced at the man at the wheel, at the braid on his kepi, the epaulettes at the shoulder of his blue coat, and the stripes on his cuffs. “I see you are the captain of this fine ship,” Sexton said.

      The captain ignored him, pulled on a pair of brass goggles and sat at the wheel, turning the levers on the control panel at its side while he worked the steering.

      “See here.” Sexton suddenly stopped speaking due to a loud rumbling hum, mixed with a whistling sound.

      The ship took off, rising in the air. Sexton’s stomach churned. At that moment, the woman turned toward him.

      In all his imagining he wouldn‘t have guessed, but he should have. Only royalty would come up with something as absurd as kidnapping a man at dinnertime and forcing him onto an airship. Raised in the workhouses and streets of London, Sexton didn't have an extensive knowledge of etiquette. Then again, he really didn’t give a damn about proper protocol. He knew he should bow, but wasn’t sure what that should entail, under the circumstances.

      Sexton mimicked what he’d often seen others do, he bent his waist and went down on one knee. “Your Majesty.”

      Queen Victoria glided forward. The hem of her skirt rustled on the floor.

      “Nice rug. Persian, I’m sure. Gives a whole new meaning to a flying carpet.”

      “We find it adequate.” The queen drew in a short breath. “We wanted to speak with you off the ground, so no one can eavesdrop at the door and overhear us.”

      “It seems a bit excessive, but surely Your Majesty is wiser than a mere subject, such as myself.”

      “Once we are in the air and out of earshot, we will tell you why you have been summoned.”

      “I eagerly await your pleasure. Not that it should concern Your Majesty, but I was taken by your guards just as I was about to eat my dinner.”

      “You were needed at that time, but would you care for tea?”

      “No, I don’t drink anything made from water, I hear it’s quite addictive.”

      “We always put a nip of Scotch in our tea.” The Queen picked up her cup and took a generous swallow.

      “In that case, I will partake of a cup.” He poured the tea from the silver teapot into one of the dainty porcelain cups, and took a gulp. “The whiskey is a remarkable improvement.”

      The Queen set her cup on a gold-rimmed saucer. “We hear you have developed new scientific procedures for exorcising phantasms.”

      “Those of the noble class say many things about me, but I did not know they referred to me as a man of science. How complimentary.”

      “Though we understand there may be some question as to how reliable you are.”

      “What am I being accused of, Your Majesty?”

      “We do not accuse, we are seeking your services. Do you really know how to deal with spiritual apparitions in ways others cannot? We are told you have more knowledge than the royal psychic.”

      “I am no psychic, Your Majesty, I have built some equipment that serves me well on phantasm hunts.”

      “They say you charge people to get rid of apparitions, but the specters remain. We are told you seek payment for work you do not provide.”

      Sexton had invented equipment to detect an increase in energy, as well as a machine that detected changes in room temperature. Both phenomena indicated the possible presence of specters. This equipment helped him make a handsome living by ridding the gentry of their phantasms. He really wasn’t dishonest in his business dealings. What could he do when he found that a supposedly haunted house was in truth free of phantasms? He rid pasty-faced aristocrats of specters even when none existed. Hallucinations of the gently bred were not his problem. Who was he to argue with the ghost-seeing gentry? If he didn’t make a living off of their unreasonable fears, someone else would.

      “Often, Your Majesty, some people believe they have phantasms when it’s other causes and not spirits at all. Still, I must be paid for my time and trouble, like any hardworking man. It is hardly my fault some people are prone to see or hear things which truly are not there.”

      “This may be true." The Queen opened her fan, flapping it like a bird’s wing in front of her dour, eagle-nosed face. “We certainly believe in ghosts and have been trying to contact my Albert, but the spirits we are seeking have not responded to Mister Lee’s séances.” Victoria paused and looked Sexton straight in the eyes. “Others may be alarmed with what we have to say. It is why we must meet in the sky. When the walls are in the clouds, people on the ground cannot listen at the doors.” With A flick of her wrist, she shut the fan. “Mister Dukenfield, the reason we called you here today is because there are reports that several of the kingdom’s most respected specters have gone missing.”

      “Your majesty?” Sexton wondered if she’d put a bit too much whiskey in her tea.

      “We need our ghosts. We have come to enjoy them. Theatre Royal has lost the spirit in the tri-corn hat. His sightings during rehearsals always bode well. Now all the plays are failures. The Whelan estate is up in arms. Margaret Whelan, burned long ago for witchcraft, perhaps because she had great healing skills, is said to haunt her old home and none of the family has ever fallen ill since her death. She keeps them all well. Now her spirit is gone and all the Whelans are sick.” She lifted the dainty teacup and took a sip. "A Scottish clan has even approached me. They have held the family castle since the sixteenth century, and ever since a famous laird died in the 17th century, the clan has sought advice from his ghost, who remained there. Now with their ancestor gone, they are at a loss as to how to make important decisions for the family.” She set the teacup down with a soft clang. “Also, there is a spirit who, for over a hundred years, watched the shore and by his gestures warned fishermen and sailors of coming storms and was attributed with saving many lives. He’s gone, and that whole village fears many will be caught in sudden tempests at sea and die. Specters are missing from my own castle. King George the Third is absent from Windsor. It
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