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            CHAPTER 1

          

          
            Miss Holmes

          

          A SUMMONS AT MIDNIGHT

        

      

    

    
      There are a limited number of excuses for a young, intelligent woman of seventeen to be traversing the fog-shrouded streets of London at midnight. A matter of protecting one’s life or preventing another’s death are two obvious ones.

      But as far as I knew, I was neither in danger for my life, nor was I about to forestall the death of another.

      Being a Holmes, I had my theories and suspicions as to who had summoned me and why.

      The handwritten message had told me that its author was not only female, but one of high intellect, excellent taste, and measurable wealth. Its content had been straightforward:

      
        
        Your assistance is requested in a most pressing matter. If you are willing to follow in the footsteps of your family, please present yourself at the British Museum tonight at midnight. Further direction will be provided at that time.

      

      

      As I looked at the letter, I saw so much more than those simple, yet mysterious words.

      Lack of name and address, no seal or watermark—the anonymous sender hand-delivered the message.

      Heavy creme paper, neat feminine handwriting lacking embellishment, and free of ink blots and errors—an intelligent, pragmatic woman of considerable wealth.

      Faint perfume scent—expensive but in excellent taste; from the incomparable Mrs. Sofrit’s on Upper Bond.

      Traces of rice powder and a smudge of silver glitter—sender is involved with the theater, likely La Teatre du Monde in Paris.

      Big Ben tolled as I walked along the middle level of New Oxford-street,  the soft yellow glow of the streetlamp cutting into the ever-present fog. I heard a soft scuttling sound followed by a low, dull clank and slowed to listen, a hand covering the weapon at my waist as I peered into the dim light.

      I had borrowed from Uncle Sherlock the Steam-Stream gun that hung in my nonfeminine belt over loose gabardine trousers. One pull of the trigger would release a puff of searing air, a concentration of burning steam. Enough to incapacitate a grown man or slice through his skin, my uncle had assured me. The beauty of this steam-powered gadget was that it never needed to be reloaded.

      Not only was I armed, but I was suitably attired, for bustles, crinolines, and tight sleeves are cumbersome and impractical for a pedestrian on shadowy streetwalks. Between the weight of the layers of my normal ensemble and its incessant rustling (not to mention the length of the dratted skirts), I would have been a walking target for anyone from whoremongers looking to find a new girl or to the footpads who lurked in shadow—or to any dangers that existed for a tall, gawky, yet intelligent young woman who’d been cursed with the beak-like Holmes nose.

      I felt confident I was prepared for whatever dangers I might encounter.

      One of the self-propelled Night-Illuminators trundled below on its four wheels. I looked down from the raised walkway on which I stood and watched its welcome glow putter through the shadowy night. The cool air stirred, bringing with it the familiar scents of dampness, dry ether, burning coal, and sewage. Below, at the ground level, I heard other common sounds of night: the clip-clop of hooves, the rattle of various wheeled conveyances, shouts and laughter and, threaded through it all, the constant hiss of steam.

      Steam: the lifeblood of London.

      I paid two pence to take a street-lift to the middle level of the block, where it was ostensibly safer to walk alone. But at midnight in London, I wasn’t certain that any street level was safe.

      The entire day had been rainy and dark-clouded. Trapped inside, I read three books from cover to cover (including the amusing, if not fanciful, American novel A Connecticut Yankee in King Arthur’s Court), worked on two different projects in the lab, and managed to annoy Mrs. Raskill enough that she refused to cook me dinner before she retired for the evening. I hadn’t meant to knock over the flask of silver polish, but my elbows and arms always seem to get in the way.

      I didn’t clean it up well enough for her (I confess, I found conducting my lab work a better use of time than getting on my knees and scrubbing), so instead of cooking me dinner, she mopped, then emptied the bucket of dirty water from Tufference’s Super-Strength-Mop-Wringer. All the while, she complained about why couldn’t Mr. Tufference invent a way to make the device empty the mop-water afterward as well. To punctuate her mood, Mrs. Raskill turned off the mechanized levers on the stove, and put out cold meat and cheese along with a pitcher of milk and an apple for me.

      It was a shame, for what she lacked in competence in the way of chaperonage, Mrs. Raskill more than made up for in the kitchen. I counted both as benefits. Her skill with the culinary arts was the reason those layers of crinolines over the torture chamber of my corset had become a tad more difficult to fasten around my waist as of late. Before Mother left, our meals hadn’t been quite as fancy and overloaded with gravies, sauces, and butter because she’d been the one planning the menus.

      I thrust away the pang of grief and emptiness. Mother had been gone for over a year and other than a few brief letters from Paris, I’d heard nothing from her. I’d taken to wandering into her empty bedchamber, just to remind myself that she had, indeed, existed.

      The four-wheeled Night-Illuminator had rumbled off as I walked over an arching fly-bridge to cross the air canal half a block from Russell-street. Just a few steps away was the hallowed halls of the British Museum, which was one of the few buildings left in London that had grounds. Real grass and even trees surrounded it.

      Above me, the buildings rose so tall they seemed to meet, blocking the sky. Great dark sky-anchors soared above the cornices of the tallest structures. They floated like eerie gray clouds chained to the roofs, keeping the uppermost parts of the buildings stable.

      To the south were the spires of Westminster, barely visible in the drassy moonlight. Or perhaps I just inherently knew their location, as I did the steeple of St. Paul’s Cathedral, Big Ben’s glowing face, and the more recent landmark of the turrets at Oligary’s. Uncle Sherlock boasted he knew every level of every block of every street, alley and mews in all of London—and so did I.

      At last I approached the stately columns of the Museum.

      For the first time since leaving my house, I paused. My palms were damp beneath my lacy, fingerless gloves. Was I to boldly climb the steps to the front entrance of the Museum and present myself there? Would the doors be open?  Or--

      “Pssst.”

      I turned to see a cloaked figure, one of the female gender, beckoning to me from a clump of bushes along the west wing of the Museum. After a moment of hesitation, I edged toward her, fingers curling over the hilt of my Steam-Stream gun. As I approached, I noticed a patch of yellow glow beneath the wall of the museum. A door.

      “I expect you’ve been summoned just as I have,” said the figure. She peered at me from beneath a heavy hood, holding what appeared to be a wooden dagger. A remarkably incompetent weapon in light of my own more lethal one.

      “Perhaps you’d be so kind to show me proof of that summons,” I said, retrieving the folded note from my coat pocket as she did the same. In the dim light, I saw her message was identical to mine, and with that, I deduced her identity.

      ‘Follow in the footsteps of your family’—infamous relatives.

      Wooden stake—vampire-hunter.

      I suspected I was one of a small number of people who was aware of the existence of the legendary family of vampire-hunters. “It’s a pleasure to meet you, Miss Stoker. It appears you have the same dearth of information about this meeting as I. Have you any idea how or where we should gain entrance or find our hostess?”

      She gave a soft surprised laugh, obviously startled by my quick deduction. “You recognize me? You have the advantage, then, Miss...?”

      “Holmes.”

      “Miss Holmes?” Dawning comprehension was present in her voice. “Right then.… It appears we’re to go through here,” she said, gesturing to an unobtrusive door. “I arrived only a few moments ago, and was given this by a street urchin. Before I could question him, he ran off, carrying a mechanized bird.” She showed me a second piece of the same creamy paper.

      There will be two of you. When the other has arrived, enter together at the door with the diamond cross.

      “Very well then,” I said.

      Miss Stoker found and slid a hidden lever, and the door opened, accompanied by the soft hiss of escaping steam and grind of well-oiled gears.

      I was aware of the increase in my pulse as I followed my companion across the threshold. Illumination from small gaslit sconces spilled into a passage, bathing me and my companion in a soft yellow light. The door closed behind us.

      A low rattle, a soft thunk. Then: click.

      We were locked inside the museum. My breath became shallow and quick as the possibilities assaulted me. What if we were trapped? In danger? What if this were some sort of scheme to discredit the Holmes and Stoker families?

      Or…what if my most private, desperate hopes were correct?

      I held my steam gun at the ready and noted that Miss Stoker replaced her wooden stake with some slender weapon that gleamed. I recognized it as a traditional firearm.

      “Please,” came a feminine voice from a door that opened at the end of the brief corridor, “come in. I am delighted that you’ve accepted my invitation. And I see that you’ve come prepared.” She gestured to our weapons.

      I crushed a wave of disappointment and annoyance with myself as I made my way toward the door. I hadn’t truly thought it was my mother who’d summoned me so secretively, but the absurd possibility had crossed my mind.

      Miss Stoker followed me into the small cluttered space more like an office than a parlor. I observed the room’s furnishings and contents, noting heavy walnut chairs with brocade upholstery, books in French, Latin, Greek and Syrian, and papers organized by curious metal clamps. There were museum cabinets, a jumble of gears, a frayed rug, and the outline of a secret door or chamber behind a painting of Sir Anthony Panizzi, the man who founded the British Museum. The space smelled like age, roses, and Darjeeling tea.

      In the center of the room was a circular table around which four chairs had been arranged. Bookshelves lined the walls and a Deluxe Tome-Selector with its gloved metal fingers leaned against the corner, one finger holding its spot in an aged book.

      Off to the side there was a desk covered with more books, ivory pens, a lamp, pencils, and a mechanized quill sharpener that seemed to be able to handle three pens at a time instead of only one. A trio of narrow, floor-to-ceiling windows were shuttered against the night, though a faint limning of moonbeams shone from between two slats.

      Turning from my review of the chamber, I bestowed my full attention on our hostess. She was no longer half concealed by dim light and a door, allowing me to recognize her from the portrait Uncle Sherlock had on his mantel. Until now, I’d never met the individual whom he called the woman.

      Irene Adler.

      “Please, sit,” she said, gesturing with an elegant hand and a warm smile. “Miss Stoker, Miss Holmes. It is a pleasure to meet you at last.”

      I wasn’t clear on the details, but there had been some scandal involving the woman and the King of Bohemia in which the king had required my uncle’s assistance. The case was resolved, but only after Miss Adler had outsmarted Uncle Sherlock by being one step ahead of him during the entire affair. As he was often heard to say, the people who’d outsmarted him in his life numbered fewer than the fingers on one hand. Three of them were men, and here, now in front of me, stood the fourth. In reluctant honor and admiration for his feminine opponent, my uncle’s only request for compensation from the King of Bohemia had been a picture of her.

      Approximately the age of thirty, Miss Adler looked at me from the head of the table, her fingers curled around a pair of spectacles. An air of competence and intelligence emanated from her, and though her dark eyes sparkled with wit, I suspected they could sharpen with thought and determination.

      “The pleasure is mine, Miss Adler,” I said, trying not to appear in awe of the woman who had outwitted my famed uncle.

      She was a tall woman, slender, dark of hair, pale of complexion. One couldn’t precisely call her beautiful, but I considered her appearance striking, and her presence mesmerizing. Tonight she wore a sateen bodice the color of chocolate, striped with bronze and decorated with jet buttons marching down the curve of her substantial bosom. A faint sparkle dusted her cheekbones, hardly detectable unless one was looking for it. And beneath the musty, damp smell of this antiquities-ridden chamber I scented a hint of the perfume that had clung to her message.

      “Perhaps you’re wondering why I did not contact you openly,” Miss Adler said, looking between the two of us. The faint hint of her American heritage colored her voice.

      “Indeed not,” I replied as I selected the seat nearest her, for I had already deduced the reasons for her secrecy. “When one considers your previous encounter with my uncle, it would be out of the question that you would make an open attempt to contact me.”

      “But of course,” Miss Adler said, a smile twitching the corners of her mouth.

      “Apparently the two of you are acquainted,” said Miss Stoker pointedly. She’d declined to take a seat even as I settled into mine and she pushed back the hood of her cloak.

      Her hair was thick and ink-black. I knew that one branch of the Stokers was a family named Gardella from Italy, explaining the faint olive tone of her skin. Her eyes were dark, and her face very pretty in an arresting sort of way. The sort of girl young men would find attractive. The sort of girl who danced at parties and shopped and laughed with her friends, and who knew just what to say when she met an interesting young man.

      The sort of girl who had friends.

      I pushed away the wistful thought and concentrated on examining my companion.

      Miss Stoker was petite while I was tall for a woman, and she boasted a much more feminine figure than my own gawky, angular one. Now that she had thrown back her dashing cloak, exposing a simple skirt and bodice without bustles or crinolines, I observed several accoutrements tucked into the waistband. Mostly wooden stakes, as well as a sheathed dagger and a slender wooden device I couldn’t readily identify. Relatively primitive weapons.

      “Please forgive me, Miss Stoker,” said our hostess. “I hope you’ll accept my apologies for the manner by which I contacted you and Miss Holmes. If you’ll make yourself comfortable and allow me to explain, your concerns will be allayed. If not, I assure you, you are free to go at any time.”

      She settled herself in the chair at the head of the table. “First, I’d like to introduce myself. I am Irene Adler.” She pronounced her name the American way, as Eye-reen. “I’m here in London and in the employment of the British Museum at the direction of none other than Her Royal Highness.”

      Miss Adler withdrew a small metallic object from her voluminous skirts and offered it to Miss Stoker. Even from my position across the table, I recognized it as a Royal Medallion, a token that is bestowed upon someone who has found favor with a member of the Royal Family. My father was in the possession of several of the peach-pit sized spheres, each engraved with the seal of the individual who’d given it. If one pushed on it a certain way and released its hidden lever, the contraption snapped open to display the name of the bearer and a full seal and signature of the Royal.

      In this case it was clear who had given the token, for Her Royal Highness could only refer to the Princess of Wales, the wife of Prince Edward, Her Majesty the Queen’s daughter-in-law. Princess Alexandra had requested Miss Adler’s assistance.

      Miss Adler looked at us with a sober expression. “Miss Holmes. Miss Stoker. There are many young men your age who are called into the service of their country. Who risk life and limb for their queen, their countrymen, and the Empire. Tonight, I ask, on behalf of Her Royal Highness, the Princess of Wales: will you do what no other young woman is called to do, and place your life and honor at the feet of your country?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 2

          

          
            Miss Holmes

          

          IN WHICH OUR HEROINES ACCEPT AN INTRIGUING INVITATION

        

      

    

    
      “Yes.”

      I should have thought about it more carefully--the risks, the dangers, the commitment. But I was feeling impetuous, spurred by my infatuation with Irene Adler and my desire to do something other than rattle about my empty house or sit in my mother’s vacant chambers, and read book after book and study experiment after experiment in the laboratory. I wanted to put my knowledge and deductive abilities to the test in something real.

      “Yes, I am willing,” I said again.

      Miss Adler was offering me a way to prove that, despite my gender, I was a Holmes in more than mere name and the size of my nose.

      At the same moment as my response, Miss Stoker said, “Certainly I will. The Stokers have long been in service to the Crown.”

      A light of relief and determination came snapping into Miss Adler’s dark eyes. “Thank you. Her Royal Highness shall be more than pleased. But I must warn you that your service to the princess--and by extension, to His Royal Highness Prince Edward--must be a secret from the very start.” Miss Adler looked at us both. “Are you willing to keep this arrangement a secret, even to your death?”

      I nodded regally, and peeked at my companion for her reaction. Miss Stoker nodded as well. I resisted the urge to roll my eyes. She didn’t look like the sort of girl who could keep a secret.

      “Very well. Perhaps you are wondering how I came to be employed by the British Museum as Keeper of the Antiquities.” Miss Adler’s eyes twinkled with humor as she met my gaze. “You may be aware of my reputation as a singer throughout Europe. But what you cannot know is that I used my travels as an entertainer to obscure my other work for both the American and British governments.

      “After some recent events, including my brief marriage to Mr. Geoffrey Norton, I’ve chosen to retire from the stage. Since then, I have been engaged by the director of this great institution”--here she indicated the walls around us-- “to catalog and study the large number of antiquities that were acquired from Egypt in the ‘50s and ‘60s. But in reality, I am here at the request of the princess and am serving her in a variety of ways. The two of you are well-suited to one of the problems currently of concern to Her Royal Highness.

      “But before I tell you anymore, perhaps I should further acquaint you with one another, for you shall be working together very closely.”

      I detected a faint sniff from Miss Stoker, but resisted the urge to look over. She nodded to my companion. “Miss Evaline Stoker, granddaughter of the famous Yancy Gardella Stoker, great-niece of Victoria Gardella--both vampire hunters of great repute.”

      I was familiar with Miss Stoker’s family, whose tradition of vampire-hunters from Italy had been written about in an old, rare book called The Venators. Mr. Starcasset’s book detailed the story of her ancestors and how they were given the responsibility and skills to keep the world safe from the blood-feeding demons. Her elder half-brother Bram happened to be an acquaintance of my uncle’s, and I understood Mr. Stoker was writing a novel about a vampire named Count Dracula.

      “Vampires are nearly extinct,” Miss Stoker noted. “My great-great aunt Victoria and her husband killed off most of them more than sixty-five years ago, in the ‘Twenties. That has left me and other chosen members of my family with little to do in recent years.”

      “You will find plenty to do in service to the princess, even if it doesn’t involve slaying vampires,” said our hostess. “Now, you’ve already met Miss Alvermina Holmes. Niece of the famous Sherlock, and daughter of the indispensable Sir Mycroft Holmes.”

      “I’m familiar with your uncle, of course,” said Miss Stoker. “But I know nothing of your father.”

      “Uncle Sherlock claims Mycroft is even more brilliant than he and would be his greatest competitor should my father ever bestir himself to action. But he refuses to go out in public or to social events. He is never found anywhere but at his office or his club, even sometimes neglecting to come home to sleep.”

      That was in part the reason my mother had left us. The other reasons were best ignored, even by someone as practical as myself.

      “Mina is just as brilliant at observation and deduction as her uncle and father,” said Miss Adler. I was relieved she’d used the shorter version of my name, for, in the tradition of the Holmesian family, my given one is ridiculous. Even Mother couldn’t convince my father to give me an unassuming name like Jane or Charity, and instead I was encumbered with the hideous appellation Alvermina.

      Miss Adler continued, “I am certain you understand why the princess and I chose the two of you for this...well, shall we call it a secret society? But let me be clear--your invitation is not only due to your families’ loyalty and service to the Crown. It’s also because of who you are, and the talents and skills you have.”

      “Of course,” I said. “As young members of ‘the weaker sex,’ we would be dismissed as young, flighty, and unintelligent. Never mind that males our age go to war and fight for our country. Women haven’t even the right to vote. Our brains are hardly acknowledged--let alone our brawn.”

      I glanced at Miss Stoker. According to The Venators, the vampire-hunters of her family were endowed with superior physical strength and unnatural speed. I wondered if it was true. She certainly didn’t appear dangerous. “Thus we two would be considered incapable of doing anything important, of being any sort of threat. In addition, I am an excellent candidate for secretive undertakings because I am fairly independent and,” --I hesitated, then forged on-- “somewhat reclusive.”

      I saw wariness in Miss Stoker’s expression, and a twinkle of humor in Miss Adler’s, so I finished my thoughts. “In other words, we’re both relatively solitary individuals who haven’t many other obligations of family or friends who might ask questions or be potential recipients of our secrets. We’re eccentric wallflowers.”

      “It might be true for you, Miss Holmes,” Miss Stoker said, “that your social obligations are few and far between, but that’s not the case for me. I have a stack of notecards and invitations overflowing the platter in the front hall of Grantworth House.”

      My chest felt tight, for I had just enumerated my shortcomings and pointed out my shameful lack of social invitations and Miss Stoker had done just the opposite. It was difficult to make me feel inadequate, but her pointed comment bruised my feelings more than I cared to admit. Things might have been different if Mother were here to usher me through the intricacies of Society, but she was not.

      Despite my discomfiture, I continued, “The number of invitations and obligations aside, Miss Stoker, I suspect you’d rather be doing something other than attending parties or dances. You might have obligations, but perhaps you would prefer not to have to accept them.”

      She closed her mouth rather sharply, and I recognized her tacit agreement. It was obvious through her demeanor and tones that she had an underlying need to prove herself worthy of her family legacy.

      Perhaps we had more in common than I realized.

      “You are quite correct, Mina,” Miss Adler said. “Now, shall we move on? Are either of you acquainted with Miss Lilly Corteville?”

      The name, though familiar, did not produce the image of a face or personality. In many ways, London Society was a foreign environment to me. The thought of dressing up and lining the walls at a party waiting to be asked to dance by some eligible young man terrified me. I knew I’d be standing against the wall, alone, all night, watching everyone else spin about the dance floor. And even if I was asked to dance, I’d either smash the poor man’s foot or trip and fall on my face. Which was why I preferred not to waste my time with such nonsense as balls and the theater and shopping.

      “I’ve met Miss Corteville,” said my companion. “She’s Viscount Fauntley’s daughter, and she’s engaged to Sir Rodney Greebles.”

      “Indeed,” Miss Adler said. “She’s gone missing since the 25th of April, two weeks ago.”

      “Could she have eloped? Run away? Been abducted?” Miss Stoker’s eyes glinted with the same interest that bubbled inside me, although my fascination was tempered by concern. I wasn’t convinced one could say the same for the other young woman. “We must conduct a search for her!”

      “Of course the search has been ongoing.” Miss Adler smiled and Miss Stoker settled back into her chair looking disappointed. “The facts are: Miss Corteville left no note or other message. It appears she absconded in the middle of the night, and there was no evidence of struggle.”

      “Perhaps she didn’t wish to marry Sir Rodney, and eloped with someone else. He’s not at all attractive, and he’s more than twice her age,” suggested Miss Stoker.

      “It’s possible. Yet, according to her maid, Miss Corteville didn’t appear to have packed any personal items to take with her as she’d do if she were going away permanently--eloping, for example.”

      “Unless she didn’t plan to be gone for more than a brief time,” I interjected.

      “Indeed. However, there was one other thing. We found this slipped down behind her dressing table and the wall.” Our hostess laid an object on the table for both of us to see.

      “An Egyptian scarab,” I said. There were countless examples of the  beetle-shaped medallions here in the British Museum. Miss Adler handed the item to me for closer perusal and I took a closer look. “No...something modern that’s made to look like one. That amulet isn’t thousands of years old.”

      The object was made from soft metal, unlike an original Egyptian artifact (which would have been crafted of stone), and it was in the shape of a very large beetle that would fit comfortably in the center of my palm. Twice as large as a coin, and a bit heavier.

      “Scarabs were like talismans,” I mused, turning it over in my fingers, noting the coolness of the metal, its smooth edges, and the intricate embossing on it. “They were put in Egyptian tombs or used as jewelry or even a token of affection.”

      “They could also be employed as a sort of identification,” Miss Adler said. “Among a connected society.”

      The scarab’s bottom was flat, and the top rounded like an insect with two wings folded tightly over its dome-like body. It was made of pale blue metal and the ridged carvings were filled in with black and green paint. I pressed on the wings, the head, and even the edges to see if it might open like the Royal Medallions. When I squeezed the tiny pincers at the head, at last something clicked and whirred, bringing the scarab to mechanized life. I watched in fascination as the shiny wings opened to reveal clock-like inner workings of tiny cogs and gears.

      I turned it over. On the reverse were carvings, and I identified the image of a half-beast, half-man. “A cartouche? Of a lion-headed Pharaoh? No...It’s not a Pharaoh. It’s a god.” I frowned at Miss Adler. “A goddess. It’s Sekhmet.”

      She nodded as Miss Stoker spoke up, her voice peremptory, “If you don’t mind.”

      I handed her the object, seizing the opportunity to educate her as she examined it. “Sekhmet is the Egyptian goddess of war and destruction. She has the head of a lion because she’s known as a great warrior and ferocious fighter. She’s also been known as the Lady of Flame and the Lady of Slaughter.”

      “Legend has it that her breath was so hot and powerful it created the desert,” Miss Adler said. “She is also the goddess of immortality and the underworld.”

      “You believe this has something to do with Miss Corteville’s disappearance?” Miss Stoker, smoothed her finger over the round top of the beetle.

      “We wouldn’t have thought so if there hadn’t been found another, similar object among the belongings of Miss Alison Martindale.”

      My new partner’s face sobered. “Miss Martindale? Didn’t she hang herself?”

      “Yes. It was a most tragic and horrifying discovery. She was found dangling from a tree in Hyde Park. The family tried to hush it up, but news does travel.”

      “Do you mean to say Miss Martindale had a scarab as well?” I asked.

      “It was found among her personal affects. It could be a coincidence, but I don’t believe so. Two young women of the same age, within the same month. One took her own life, and the other disappeared.”

      “There must be a connection. Uncle Sherlock doesn’t believe in coincidences.”

      “Why is Princess Alexandra taking such an interest in something like this?” asked Miss Stoker. A crease had appeared between her brows.

      “Because,” Miss Adler replied, then hesitated and looked down at the scarab that had just been handed back to her. “Because she is very fond of Lady Fauntley, one of her ladies in waiting, and she wishes to help her find her daughter.”

      “Is there anything more?” I prompted.

      “If these two events are connected, the only clue we have are the scarabs. The two girls were acquainted, but they weren’t particular friends. Neither were known to have a deep interest in Egyptology, although they both visited the Museum at least once.”

      Just then, I heard a sound in the distance beyond the door inside a vast museum that should have been empty. The rumbling of a heavy door closing.

      Miss Adler stood abruptly as Miss Stoker bolted her her feet. I did likewise. “Hurry,” our hostess said, moving toward the door through which we hadn’t entered.

      The soft hiss of steam and a quiet squeak heralded an opening into a small square alcove. Our hostess hurried through a silent, shadowy corridor that smelled of lemon wood polish. Mahogany floors shone unevenly in the moonlight, filtering through glass cases and over the paneled walls and mechanized cabinets that rotated slowly even here at night.

      I strained, listening for sounds of an intruder as we rushed through a back room of shelves, tables, and crates of antiquities.

      “This way,” Miss Adler said.

      We followed her through a little transept approaching the long, narrow Egyptian Gallery where the famous Rosetta Stone was displayed. We all stopped beneath the ornate arch. I caught my breath at the sight before us.

      A young man knelt in the center of the gallery, bathed in the moonlight. A large knife glinted in his hand and he was looking down at a lump that even an untrained observer would recognize as the dead body of a woman.
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      “Don’t move.”

      Miss Adler was the first to speak and she took charge instantly. I’m certain her bravery was helped not the least bit by the gun that shone in her hand.

      “Step away,” she said. “Place the knife on the floor, then raise your hands.” She stood so the man had no opportunity to slip behind a sarcophagus, nor the statue of Ramesses II that loomed to his left.

      “I didn’t—I was trying to help,” said the man caught in shadow. “I think she’s dead.” I couldn’t place his accent.

      “Evaline,” Miss Adler said without taking her eyes from him. “On the wall next to the fist of Pthah. Find the lever. We need light.” As she spoke, she moved away from the body on the ground, all the while keeping the gun trained on the man, edging him away from the center of the chamber.

      Moments later a glow illuminated the space. The looming seven-ton statue of Ramesses II and massive pieces of frescoes and hieroglyphs were no longer casting long, dark shadows that hampered my observations. The gaslights now shone on the intruder. He was hardly any older than I and wore a style of clothing I’d never seen before.

      “Is she dead?” asked Miss Adler, glancing at Miss Stoker, who refrained from approaching the body. The question was clearly meant to spur my counterpart into action.

      “Er....” Miss Stoker began. She moved forward with reluctant, robotic movements. The expression on her face appeared ill.

      Impatient, I went to the figure and crouched next to the rumpled mass of skirts and limbs. I’d never come across a body, or even a fresh crime scene like this before. I had certainly seen corpses, even studied them under my uncle’s tutelage. But not like this. Not so...raw. And fresh.

      I forced myself to actually look at her, then to touch the pulse point on the girl’s throat. But even before I did that, I knew she was dead. Her chill skin and lack of pulse confirmed it. “There’s no hope for her.”

      “I’ll ring for the authorities. They must be notified. Evaline, if you please.” Miss Adler gestured for my companion to take her place with her pistol.

      I returned my attention to the victim. The poor thing could have been no older than seventeen or eighteen, a peer of my very own age. The fact that a short time earlier we had been talking about the disappearances and death of other such young women was not lost on me. Could Miss Adler have anticipated such an event might happen here, tonight? Had she meant for us to prevent it?

      I drew in a deep breath, smelled the sharp iron of blood and other bodily excretions, and pushed away my uncertainties. Only minutes ago I had pledged my loyalty and self to the Crown. The moment of truth had come sooner than we could have realized.

      Who was she? How had she come here? Why would someone do this to her and how? I forced myself to observe. Coldly. Objectively.

      She lay on her side, curled up, eyes open—fallen or dumped here.

      Her hair still pinned in place—she hadn’t struggled.

      Not enough blood on the floor—she hadn’t been killed here.

      Which meant.... I looked at the intruder, who, still under the control of Miss Stoker, had nevertheless edged closer to the sarcophagus at the side of the gallery.

      No bloodstains on his odd clothing—he had not moved the body. He wasn’t the murderer.

      Grateful for an excuse to move away from the girl, I approached the young man. “Did you touch her or otherwise move her?”

      “No, I didn’t move her.” His accent sounded American, but not like any other American accent I’d ever heard. “I was checking to see if she was alive when you showed up. I just touched her…for a pulse.” His voice was tense and his eyes darted from me to Miss Stoker and back again.

      I believe even the most objective of persons would agree he was a handsome man, with his golden-tan complexion and startling blue eyes. His jaw was square and his chin firm. He looked as if he were not even twenty, and as he stood there, his hands raised in surrender, I admired his mussed, too-long dark blond hair plastered around the ears and neck.

      He wore a red shirt with no opening down the front. Its material made it cling to his chest as if it were wet, even though it wasn’t. Strangely, there were large letters painted or sewn on the front of it. I could see enough to make out AEROPOSTA--a French word, which added to my suspicions that he was a foreigner. If there were more letters, they were hidden by an unbuttoned plaid shirt. I’d never seen a man wear a shirt like that, open and unbuttoned. I found it scandalous.

      Over the unbuttoned shirt, the intruder wore a jacket of black leather that was much shorter than any other coat I’d seen, ending just at his waist instead of halfway to the knees. The hem of the plaid shirt hung below it. His trousers were just as unfamiliar—made of dark blue denim, like the Levi-Strauss pants worn by laborers. They were frayed a little at the hems and worn in the knees.

      And his shoes! I wanted to crouch and examine them, for I couldn’t identify the material from which they were made. They laced up the front like a woman’s shoe, but without the tiny little buttons that took forever to hook. (My mechanized Shoe-Fastener had broken three weeks ago.) Gray with age, yet decorated with an odd swoop-like design on the sides, they looked as if they were made of rubber.

      Despite being worn, his footwear was not blood or mud-splattered, which was curious because it had been raining today--as was usual for London. It would have been impossible to avoid the muck outside, even on the upper streetwalk levels.

      He’d not been outside today.

      Curious.

      Had he been hiding in the museum since before it had begun to rain at dawn? My eyes narrowed and I exchanged glances with Miss Stoker. I didn’t expect her to have followed my train of thought—after all, one must be a trained observer, my uncle always said—but nevertheless, I saw intelligent question in her gaze.

      “You claim you didn’t move her, that you were trying to help her. But what are you doing here in the museum, in the middle of the night?” I asked.

      “I’m—uh—I’m part of the custodial staff,” he said. “We were going to wax the floors.” His smile was forced, yet I couldn’t help but appreciate the attempt at an explanation, regardless of how implausible it was.

      “That’s absurd,” said Miss Stoker. The gun wavered in her hand.

      “What? The waxing? Hey, it needs to be done—” He must have noticed my severe expression for he changed his tack. “Look, I swear I didn’t touch her. I just found her lying here. I know I shouldn’t be here at night, but it wasn’t exactly my fault. Circumstances beyond my control. Really freaking odd circumstances.”

      “You can explain all of these odd circumstances to the authorities when they arrive,” I said.  “But you needn’t worry about being arrested for murder. I can attest to the fact that you’re innocent of that, at least.”

      “Well thank goodness you figured that out,” he said, his voice dripping with insincerity.

      With a little sniff, I returned to the victim, leaving Miss Stoker to deal with the intruder. It was imperative that I finish my examination before the authorities arrived and disturbed everything.

      Face, jaw, and fingers beginning to stiffen—rigor mortis in early stages; dead at least three hours, possibly four or five.

      Steeling myself for my first good look at her, I turned the girl onto her back. I couldn’t hold back a little shudder. Her sightless eyes stared up into the high ceiling of the gallery. With a catch of breath, I closed them with two fingers, hoping she’d found peace without too much pain first.

      Blood stained the front of her shirtwaist and her left sleeve, but only a bit on her right. Slender burn-like marks around her arms, as if a thin corn or wire had been wrapped around them. And a terrible slash along her left wrist. I sniffed her hair. Opium. Faint but unmistakable.

      Too little blood on the left sleeve—no splashes of blood on the arm that made the cut? Impossible to be self-inflicted.

      “Miss Stoker. Do you recognize this young woman?”

      Before she could respond, I heard the sound of approaching footsteps. More than one pair, so it would seem Miss Adler had not only rung for the authorities, but fetched them as well. “Hurry,” I said as Miss Stoker moved toward me, still holding the gun pointed at our intruder.

      She swallowed audibly. “Yes, I believe that’s  one of the Mi⁠—”

      Whatever she was about to say was cut off by a loud, strange sound. It was perhaps a sort of music, but it was like nothing I’d ever heard before. I spun on my haunches and saw a small silver object sliding across the floor. A colorful light shone from its flat top and the sound—loud, screeching, vibrating—seemed to be coming from it. Miss Stoker jumped out of the way just as one of the large stone statues at the edge of the gallery teetered and began to fall.

      “Look out!” I shouted as the bristly-haired stone satyr crashed to the floor.

      “Stop there!” ordered a commanding voice as two men and Miss Adler came rushing around the corner from the Roman Gallery.

      “He’s gone!” hissed Miss Stoker, who still held Miss Adler’s gun and was now next to me. She was pointing to where the young man had been moments ago.

      Ignoring the shouts from the new arrivals, we dashed over to where the intruder had been standing. Having either taken advantage of or manufactured the distraction, he slipped into the dark shadows.

      “I’ll go after him,” said Miss Stoker, starting off, but a voice ordered, “You! Miss! Stop there!”

      “Drat,” I muttered, snatching up the silver object that had presumably belonged to the intruder. Clever to use it as a distraction for us, and convenient that he’d left it behind.

      The smooth, flat device had gone silent and dark by now. I shoved it in my trouser pocket to examine later, hoping didn’t start screeching again. I turned at last to greet Miss Adler and the two gentlemen: Scotland Yard Inspectors. They were out of breath from running all along the gallery.

      “Ladies, this is Inspector Luckworth.” Miss Adler gestured to the older of the two men.

      About forty, Luckworth was a man of average height and a spare amount of hair, except for the neat beard and mustache that hid his lips. I gave him a brief examination.

      Misbuttoned jacket, shirt half untucked, mismatched boots—dressed hurriedly in dark, likely to keep from waking wife.

      Tarnished wedding ring, tight but removable—married at least three years; enjoying wife’s home cooking.

      Small fingerprints just above the knee, and a swipe of dried milk on the front of his trousers—toddler in the household.

      The faint shift of gears and quiet rumble—mechanized left leg, overdue for oiling.

      “Miss Adler.” Luckworth’s voice was less friendly than hers had been. “Who are these girls? And what are they doing here at this time of night? What are you doing here at this hour?”

      Miss Stoker and I exchanged glances at his remark, which made it sound as if we were schoolchildren.

      “I’ve been engaged by the Museum to catalog its unorganized antiquities acquired over the last three decades, Inspector,” Miss Adler replied. “I’m certain you are aware of that.”

      “Yes, and I still find it inconceivable that the director selected you to do so.”

      “Unfortunately, that opinion is not relevant to our current tragedy,” Miss Adler pointed out with a cool smile.

      The younger inspector, who couldn’t have been more than a few years older than me, rose from his examination of the girl’s body. “Right. Regardless, madame, that doesn’t explain your presence here at,” --he paused to flip open an elaborate pocketwatch that had four small folding doors and, once open, rose into a complicated three-dimensional timepiece-- “twelve-forty-three in the morning.” He pushed another button and the clock folded back into place with soft, pleasant clicks.

      Miss Adler’s smile turned gentle. “But of course it does. There is no limitation on my work schedule. Sir Franks has given me access to the Museum at any and all hours of the day. You of all people, Inspector...?”

      “Grayling,” the young man replied. “Ambrose Grayling.”

      “Inspector Grayling, you and your colleague should well understand that there are certain occupations which are not regimented. One works whenever one must. Even in the dead of night.” She made a smooth gesture with her hand. “Perhaps we could quibble about my employment restrictions later. I rang Scotland Yard because we have a crime to investigate and I’m certain the two of you would like to get to work before more time has passes.”

      “We?” said Luckworth. He laughed. “Miss Alder, there is no ‘we’ about it. You and your companions will give your statements and leave the investigation to us.”

      “But I beg to differ, Inspector. With all due respect,” Miss Adler added in a sugar-coated voice, “we have already begun the investigation.”

      I took this as my cue to step forward. “I have already begun a preliminary examination of the body. If you wish, I shall enlighten you with my conclusion--”

      “Pardon me,” said Inspector Grayling in a flat voice that carried a bit of the Scottish. It was no surprise, for it matched the dark copper color of his thick, curling hair.

      I turned my full attention on him, aware that he was a rather attractive young man. He had a freckled complexion over tanned skin; however, the freckles did nothing to make him look boyish or innocent. Instead they gave a pleasantly ruddy cast to his square jaw and prominent nose.

      Unevenly stubbled chin and tiny cut near left ear—needs to sharpen his razor and is impatient in character.

      Cuts and scrapes and a large blister adorned his left, pencil-holding appendage—doesn’t wear gloves, works hard but not without haste and clumsiness.

      No wedding ring and one button dangling from jacket cuff—unmarried and lives in a household without females.

      Jacket cuffs frayed, short for his elegant wrists
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