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      I had already made up my mind to quit my position as a paranormal investigator when the summons arrived.

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “But she is single,” Lilly insisted.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “Papa! Can I?”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      Mr. Steward covered his chuckle with a loud cough.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “Mr. Steward!”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      Koki.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      Clink … clink … clink …

      “To be honest, professor⁠—”

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

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

      “Yes?”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “But sir⁠—”

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

      “But my resignation⁠—”

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

      We both shuddered at the horror of such an outcome.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “Egypt!”

      “Yes, as fine a location as any.”

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

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

      “I believe I left it in West Africa.”

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

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

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

      “Not nearly enough.”

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

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

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

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

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

      The old werewolf shrugged. “Does it matter?”

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

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

      “I don’t want to go.”

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

      “Fashion and finding a husband.”

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

      “We jolly well cannot!” I said.

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

      Clink … clink…

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

      “To visit nearby family, perhaps.”

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

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

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

      “None I’d want to visit.”

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

      “Who would be my chaperone?”

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

      “It’s unacceptable, sir.”

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

      “And when are you suggesting we leave?”

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

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

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

      “Tonight? You want us to go tonight?”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “All this fuss for that?” I asked.

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

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

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

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

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

      “Surely not. Have you not been listening at all, Beatrice? Please do pay attention. I’ve been followed, my dear. Shadowed and stalked! Do you think those agents of chaos wouldn’t follow the mail or a courier and intercept it on the way? No, Beatrice. The only solution, the only means by which we
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