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Lily and the burglar in the night.
 
 
"Miss Marin, Miss Marin!" The words were accompanied by a light but insistent rapping on the front door.
Lily recognised the voice of her neighbour's son, Dudley. There had to be something impressive for him to make such a racket, so she put away her book, got up from the couch and went to the door, meanwhile calling out that she was on her way. "And please do not knock down the door!"
The knocking on the door stopped, but Dudley managed one more "Miss Marin!" before she opened.
"Dudley. Good morning. What is so urgent, young man?" Lily greeted him. Dudley, she knew, loved being called a 'young man'. After all, he was twelve years of age already.
The young man smiled up at her and held out an envelope, whilst he rubbed the knuckles of his other hand, the one that clearly had done the knocking, on his clean blue shirt. "I have an envelope for you, Miss Marin," he stated, quickly grabbing his cap from his head.
Lily smiled. "An envelope? Are you not a little young to write love letters, Dudley? And did you hurt your hand?"
Dudley looked a bit surprised. "Oh, no, it is not from me, Miss Marin, it's from Mrs. Moore who got it from Mrs. Henley who asked Mrs. Moore to give it to me to give it to you." Then he looked a bit confused, as he tried to retrace his own words. A nod told Lily that he approved of what he had just said. "And my hand is fine, thank you very much."
Lily accepted the envelope. "Thank you, Dudley. You are a very good postman."
"If I can help you, Miss Marin, then I will help you," the young boy said, straightening himself to his full length. "My Mum says it is good to help other people, and it is nice to help you, because you are nice."
Lily glanced at the small table that was close to the door. Usually there were some pennies on it.
"Oh..."
Dudley had already left, before she could give him something for his trouble. With a smile she closed the door. Next time she'd have the money in hand.
As she walked back to the couch, where her book and her tea were patiently waiting, she opened the envelope. Lily wondered what was in it. She knew Mrs. Moore remotely, but she had no idea who Mrs. Henley was.
'Dear Miss Marin,' the letter started. It was written in a small and meticulous hand. 'Please allow me to introduce myself through this letter. My name is Agatha Henley and I lead the local ladies' choir.'
Lily dropped the hand holding the letter in her lap. "What? If they think..." Her curiosity was peaked however, and made her read on.
'We have heard that your voice would be a valuable addition to our choir. A family member of one of our ladies has stated this, and therefore we would be delighted if you were to consider visiting one of our choir practices. I do hope I am not imposing on you, Miss Marin, we are just pleased to offer you an opportunity to expand your singing abilities, as we all are trying to do. With kindest regards, Agatha Henley.'
Below that, an address was written, informing Lily where the ladies' choir would assemble next Wednesday around two in the afternoon. Lily read the letter twice, then put it aside. "I doubt that, Mrs. Agatha Henley. Your kind of ladies is not who I mingle with." She picked up her book. And put it down, to look at the letter again.
-=-=-
The carriage stopped. "We're there, miss," the driver called down.
Lily left the carriage and handed the man his money. As the horse pulled the carriage away, in search of a new customer, the singer looked at the letter, to be certain she was at the right address. She was.
The street was in a rather posh area of town, one that Lily hardly ever visited except for performances, and those were only few in this neighbourhood. Determined, she walked to the building that carried the proper house number.
She pushed against the door which for no apparent reason was standing ajar, and as she entered the long corridor that lay hidden behind it, a soft jumble of distant voices drifted towards her. Ladies' voices. Singing voices that had not yet decided on working together, she grinned to herself. If this was a sign of what she was going to face...
The hallway floor was covered in rich red carpeting. Lily sank into it upto her ankles, and she had to lean against the wall as not to lose her balance. The walls were decorated with beautiful patterns, and as she touched the material she knew it was silk. Cherubs with ribbons in crucial places, exotic birds, and flowers she had never seen were the main motives. A very eclectic combination, she decided.
Lily walked further down the corridor, listening at the various pattern-rich, handcrafted doors she encountered, but none of the rooms behind those seemed to harbour the choir. At the end of the walk she found a staircase, and at the foot of that it became evident that the voices came from above.
As there was no living soul in the corridor to ask permission of, Lily ascended the stairs. Once there, she could not go wrong where the ladies of the choir were: a wide-open door gave view into a large, brightly lit room where the singing came from. She looked at the women there and suddenly felt shy. Her dress, which was one of the better ones she owned for daily use, looked very plain and common compared to the garments the ladies of the choir wore.
"Oh, look who is there!"
The sudden loud voice shook Lily out of her contemplations and she noticed an elderly woman walking up to her. The woman, her hair was almost white, wore a fashionable deep blue dress. She held her hands out to Lily, as she said: "Welcome, dear Miss Marin. I am delighted that you chose to come to our rehearsal."
"I'm sorry, Madam, but you have the advantage over me. I'm afraid I do not know your name."
"Oh, please, no such formality here, Miss Marin, I am Agatha Henley." The woman put an arm through Lily's and guided her into the room, where she was quickly introduced to the other ladies, fifteen in all.
Then Mrs. Henley offered her tea and scones, which were quickly brought along by one of the younger ladies, a chubby woman by the name of Corynthia Winterbottom, who wore a dress that was too yellow and had too many ribbons and fluff.
Lily decided it made the young woman look like an overgrown chick. Mrs. Winterbottom's chirpy voice made the comparison even more spot on.
All the ladies in the room called Mrs. Henley 'Mrs. Henley', so Lily decided that she should do that as well. Clearly the lack of formality had its boundaries.
All singing had come to an end as everyone was talking to Lily now, asking questions, and telling things about their lives. Most of them, Lily found, did not have a life. Of course she kept this knowledge to herself.
Then Mrs. Henley directed the ladies into a wide half-circle and told Lily that they would sing a few examples of what the choir performed normally.
Lily enjoyed the songs. The choir was quite good even, considering they were amateurs, but they could do with a few little changes. After all, Lily'd had proper musical training for a while, so she knew something about the subject.
"If you would allow me, Mrs. Henley..." Lily said as the directing lady asked her what she thought of the songs and the singing.
Lily asked the ladies to sing a line from the song in turn, and then moved them left and right, giving tips on voice control, singing louder or less loud, and then she asked the choir to sing again. And again.
-=-=-
"This was amazing, Miss Marin," Mrs. Henley said as practising time for the choir had ended. "I had a feeling that you would be an asset for the choir, but that you would be able to make us sing so much better, that I had never dared to dream."
"You are not singing better," Lily explained, "I just worked out how the voices would be more harmonious."
"We would gladly see you become a regular singer with us," said Mrs. Annette Goldblum, who had been surprised to learn that she was a decent mezzo-alto. The poor woman had been straining her voice into forced almost-soprano parts and never quite made it there.
Lily, in her heart, had already decided that she liked this group of people. It was so unlike her, she thought, but this felt good. She had been alone for so long, singing solo. Perhaps this was a nice way to further her experience, and eventually even move up a little bit in society. If just a tiny bit.
"I really would like to come more often," Lily shared, and promised to be at the next rehearsal.
Many hugs and 'welcome to the choir's later, the ladies descended the large staircase, to the heavily carpetted corridor, and from there they left the building.
"Miss Marin?"
Lily almost jumped as she heard the voice say her name.
"William..." she gasped as she turned and saw the owner of said voice.
It was William Masterson, or Billy. An acquaintance of her friend Selma. Selma had, on several occasions already, attempted to be a matchmaker for Lily and William. So far Lily had succeeded not to match.
"I startled you," Billy said, "I am so sorry, Miss Marin. I saw you go in here, and I decided to wait for you."
Lily stared at the young man. She had been in there for hours. "You... waited? For me?" For herself she added 'Don't you have something better to do?'
William, his floppy cap in a hand, nodded. "Yes. I would like the honour of escorting you home, Miss Marin."
Lily was flabbergasted. "Well, I think that is very considerate of you, William, but-"
"Please call me Billy, Miss Marin."
"-but I know how to get home. Billy." Lily felt awkward, as she almost argued with this young man who clearly hoped to do something nice for her while she was not at all in a mood to let him do that.
Billy was however not giving up and insisted that he wanted to guide her home, so Lily gave up trying to change his mind.
"Very well," she said with a resigning sigh, "you can escort me home. But no further than the front door."
"Oh, certainly, Miss Marin," Billy said, a bout of happiness spreading over his cheeks.
"And, uhm, perhaps you should call me Lily then. It is odd that I call you Billy and you keep calling me Miss Marin."
"Of course, Miss Lily. Uhm, Lily." Billy almost dropped his cap in his hurry to put it on his head.
To Lily's surprise he raised his hand to a passing carriage, and as the driver had stopped, the young man opened the door for her and offered to help her inside. She categorically refused to be helped as if she was an old woman, though.
"How did you know where I was?" Lily asked, intrigued by Billy's unexpected presence.
"I was running some deliveries for my uncle. As I was passing by to deliver the last package, I saw you go into the building, so I decided to wait for you."
Lily's curiosity was effectively prodded. "You deliver packages there?" She had no idea what kind of business his uncle was running, but if Billy was delivering parcels in this area, it had to be something particular.
"Yes, Miss Ma- Lily. I had six of them today. Not so much as a few days ago." He shrugged, as if he apologised for it.
"Then would you please tell me what you were delivering?" She had to know now and hated herself for it.
"Things my uncle makes. He is a very gifted jewellery maker, and many ladies from here come to his shop. And sometimes also gentlemen from here visit him."
"For jewellery?" Lily did not like it a bit to sound so surprised and interested, but this was... strange, to say the least.
Billy smiled carefully, he obviously enjoyed that they were actually talking instead of Lily trying to get rid of him in a more of less decent manner.
"Yes, that too. Rings, you know. But the gentlemen are more interested in the watches. And snuff boxes. My uncle is a craftsman with time pieces and other... uhmm... clockworks and such things."
The question what kind of 'things' was immediately on Lily's tongue, but she decided to swallow that until later. She wanted to know also why he lived and worked with his uncle and aunt, and not with his parents. Although that might be painful, his parents might not be alive any more.
Instead she asked him if he was going to do the same work as his uncle.
"I would like to, but I doubt I am skilled enough for that. Not patient enough, says my aunt, although my uncle thinks I have talent."
Billy looked at his hands. Lily understood why. Someone who made all these small items had to have good and steady hands.
"Are you going to sing with the ladies of the choir, Lily?" the young man then dared a question.
"Hmm. Yes. I think I will. They asked me to, and I agreed to come to the next rehearsal." Suddenly feeling cheeky, Lily grinned. "Some of them are not that good. But don't ever tell anyone I told you so. I will come after you if I find out you mentioned it!"
Billy laughed. It sounded disarming, honest. "Don't worry, Miss- Lily. Nobody will hear that from me. I think the choir will benefit from your presence. And your voice."
The carriage stopped. Lily saw that they had arrived in the street where she lived. Billy also saw it and quickly hopped from the carriage, holding up his hand for her.
Not ever was she going to take the hand offered. She was not old nor in need, Lily thought, and left the carriage on her own.
Billy did not seem to mind that Lily ignored his hand. He simply closed the door and paid the driver.
The man tipped his hat and the carriage pulled away, but then something happened in front of the horse. The animal reared and pushed the carriage backwards.
Lily felt something hard hit her in the back, and then Billy grabbed her and half turned, half pulled her away, getting a bashing from the rear end of the carriage. The two lost their balance and fell onto the pavement, Lily landing on top of the young man.
Before they had sorted themselves out, the carriage driver was already with them, uttering a hundred apologies and helping them to their feet.
Lily was more shocked that Billy had grabbed her than hurt. She would not have sustained any injury from this, but then, no one but her knew this. Billy had only attempted to keep her safe. Lily furiously pushed away a feeling she had not invited.
In his galant but stupid action, Billy had twisted his ankle though, which became apparent as he tried to stand up after Lily was on her feet again. The carriage driver had to support the young man who was biting away the pain as he stood on one leg.
"Are you all right, sir?" the driver asked, asking for the terminally obvious. "I'm so sorry, something must've spooked the horse..."
Billy said he was mostly fine, although his face told a different story. It was several more shades ashen than was healthy.
"We should sit him down somewhere, miss," the driver suggested to Lily.
The singer bit her lip. This certainly meant inside her house, her sanctuary. But she did not see another option, so she nodded reluctantly. "Can you help him inside?"
With the driver supporting Billy behind her, she went to her front door and unlocked it. In her head a hundred thoughts ran amok. She did not want other people inside, but Billy needed a seat.
Once the door was open, she said: "I will take him and get him inside, sir."
"Are you certain, miss? He is leaning quite heavily..."
"We'll be fine," she assured the concerned looking man, and took Billy's arm. "Don't worry, Billy, I shan't drop you."
Billy groaned as he hit his foot against the door, but that was the only mishap. Lily half carried him through the short hall, and soon he was in a chair.
The driver, worried as he was, had come in after them. "Anything I can do to help, miss?" he offered, but Lily thanked him and said that it would all be well.
'Just leave,' she thought.
The man produced a crumpled piece of paper on which he quickly wrote an address, using a stub of pencil that appeared from some hidden pocket.
"This is the address of the company, miss, if there is something you need, you can talk with them. Mr. Jones would be the manager in charge." Then he wished them good luck and a nice day, and left.
Lily leaned against the now closed front door, resting her forehead against the sturdy wood. She had a man in her house. A hurt one, too. Letting out a sigh, she walked back into the living room.
Despite being a singer and not a nurse, she managed to make Billy comfortable. She had taken off his shoe and put the hurting foot up on a low chair. "Is there something else I can do for you?" she then asked.
"I don't think so. Please accept my gratitude, Lily, for what you do for me." Billy then looked at her in a particular way. "You are incredibly strong. You practically carried me through the door."
Lily groaned inside. Why did this have to happen? "Strong women is a family trait," she tried to brush the issue aside. She offered him some tea, which he gladly accepted, and after making some for both of them she sat down opposite of him.
"Won't your family be worried?" she asked. "I can call for a carriage to take you home."
"They will not be worried yet, but after tea I should be going," he nodded. "I do not want to occupy too much of your time."
Lily relaxed.
"You have a nice house," he then shared.
Lily's relaxed feeling ran off.
After tea, she arranged for a carriage. Lily rode along, to see Billy home safely. She would rather die than admit she was curious where he lived.
-=-=-
It was late in the evening and Lily had changed into her alter ego, the "Masked Woman". There was a burglar at large and so far this one had given the police force nothing short of a migraine.
The burglar would not just break in somewhere in town, he would announce his actions beforehand, sending notes to the police. Despite these warnings, the strong arm of the law had proven too weak to catch this criminal mind.
The police had resorted to posting the newest notes outside the station in an attempt to mobilise the public, hoping that with enough eyes out in the street they would someday be able to catch whoever was responsible for the break-ins.
Lily had made it a point to walk by the police station as often as she could, to see if there was a new note, and two days ago there had been one. The burglar would strike this evening, at the archaeological museum.
Lily walked to the cabinet and reached for her ray-gun. There, with her hand on the weapon, she froze. "Oh, no..."
As she never had unannounced visitors in her house, the ray-gun usually was on its charging station on a small side table. Billy had to have seen it. Although, she then realised, he had not commented on it. Perhaps he had not seen it, as he was in so much pain. Maybe he didn't even recognise a ray-gun.
"Get your head together, Lily," she scolded herself as she pushed the ray-gun in its holster, switching the weapon to standby so it would warm up. Then she put on her long leather coat and left her house through the small back garden. Once in a dark street, she kicked the heels of her boots together, took a moment to gain her balance on the extended legs that pushed up from the thick soles and then walked off into the darkness, after putting on the mask with the night-vision glasses.
The archaeology museum was brightly lit. The police had put up beam-projectors everywhere, to make sure no wall was in the dark. Anyone wanting to approach the building would be clearly visible. As long as they walked on ground level, Lily noticed, or tried to fly in through a window. The police had not been abundant with details on how the burglar got near or into its targets. Probably because they simply did not know.
Lily moved towards the building as close as she could without being caught in the spotlights. She did not want to be seen; the police were more than happy to bring her in, if only out of curiosity for the identity of the Masked Woman.
She lay down on the ground and listened, her enhanced hearing amplifying any sound that might be in the ground. There was nothing. She circled the building and listened in as many places as she could, but there were no sounds that indicated tunnelling. So the burglar had to come over the roof. Or he was already inside...
As she was trying to decide what her next action would be, Lily saw some movement on the roof of the museum. Someone was near the edge, waving a light and calling down something. That made it clear that the police had the roof under surveillance. At least they did that right.
It also meant that either the burglar had a way of becoming invisible to get into the museum, or he was already in there. Lily switched to a glass in her mask that would show heat movement and waited for a while longer, but nothing moved except the now strange blobs that were the police officers.
"You have to get in there, without being seen," the Masked Woman told herself. This would not be easy with the police lights all around. For once they were too thorough.
From where she was hiding, Lily saw the back of one of the large lights. With a grin she had her plan. There was only one unit illuminating the nearby corner of the building. It's cable would only need one good pull...
The light went out.
After a short dash Lily found herself inside the museum, in what looked like a storage room, while outside the assembled law enforcement was making too much noise over getting the light switched on again. The door she had used to somewhat forcefully enter the building had sustained some damage, but nobody would notice that for now.
With both light enhancing glasses in her mask and her ray-gun in hand, she moved through the deserted and silent building. The burglar had announced that he would strike in the Persian section, so that was where she had to go. Archaeology was not Lily's strongest subject, so she had to consult the signs to find the proper floor and halls.
The Masked Woman moved quietly, stopping at times to listen. Perhaps she could hear where the burglar was.
No matter how silent she remained, there was no sound, except from the ticking of clocks that were present in every hall and the occasional hiss of small leaks in steam pipes that supplied a constant temperature everywhere.
Lily crossed the Egyptian area of the museum and then found the Persian section, with an exhibition of artefacts from the time of Darius the First, as the sign had announced. Strangely enough, there were some lights on. She felt confident now, the burglar was indeed already in the building. And in this section.
Again she waited, holding her breath. No sounds were there, except what she'd encountered so far. She crouched down and looked around the corner, into the large exhibition hall. A few candles, placed on the ground, threw their flickering light around. Next to one of the candles was a chair, a woman sitting in it. She was bound and gagged.
Lily suppressed the impulse to rush over to the woman, who looked dressed like a security guard of the museum. First she scanned the room from where she sat, as well as she could. If the burglar was still there, she'd have to disable him first. After a few visual sweeps of the room, one with the heat displaying glass, Lily decided that the woman in the chair was the only person present. She pulled up her scarf so the lower part of her face was covered and went into the room.
The bound woman stared at Lily, her eyes large as she tried to pull her hands free from the armrests.
"Calm," Lily whispered. Her voice was different now, as she had fully become her alternate personality. She took her dagger and cut the ropes that restrained the woman. "Be silent," she then said, before taking the gag from the victim's mouth.
"He caught me," the woman whispered, trying to grab Lily's arm, "and he tied me to the chair!"
"Where is he?" Lily asked as she moved back. The Masked Woman did not like to be touched. She wanted to be certain no one would try to unmask her.
"I don't know. I think he's gone," the woman said. "He went that way, there's a door in the corner."
"Try to get out without being seen," Lily said, "the police are outside, tell them what happened. I'm going after him."
"Be careful, he is armed," said the woman as she started to move towards the exit of the Persian exhibit hall.
Lily quickly crossed the room, to the far corner. As she went along, she tried to locate if anything was missing, but all the pedestals contained items, and the showcases seemed to be untouched.
She reached the corner. There was no door. As she turned to see if she had missed something, a loud hiss reached her ears, and she noticed a strange, oppressive smell. A fog spread through the hall, emanating from several places at once.
This was not a safety mechanism from the museum, Lily was convinced of that. She took a deep breath before the dense fog reached her, and dashed to one of the high windows. Without thinking of any consequence, she jumped, crashing through the glass, and fell down two floors.
The lawn around the museum did not much help in breaking her fall, but that was of no concern, her body could take this with ease. Worse was that now she was in the spotlights of the police, and her exit from the museum had also not gone particularly unnoticed.
"There he is!" someone yelled, "the burglar!"
More and more men started yelling, while Lily's sensitive ears picked up the sounds of fire arms being readied to shoot.
She cursed herself for not bringing her jet pack. She'd have to find a way out on foot now.
"Put your hands up!" a police officer yelled. "We have you surrounded."
Unfortunately he spoke the truth.
Lily quickly looked around her and saw she had landed near the entrance to the museum. Not eager to end up in police custody, she pulled her ray-gun and fired at the door as she ran towards it. Several shots followed her, but her speed and the distance to the shooters were in her favour.
She near tumbled inside the entrance hall and pressed herself against the wall as bullets followed her and buried themselves in the opposite wall.
"Fabulous," she growled to herself, "the burglar is still at large and I am under siege. What else can go wrong now?"
Lily knew she had to improvise and be snappy about it, because the police would soon have gathered enough courage to come in. To the left was a dead end, the ticket office. To her right was an empty display cabinet. Ahead, where some bullets proceeded to shatter glass and unleash puffs of wall, was the official entrance to the museum. She pushed against the heavy front door so it closed, and then ran into the museum's great hall, which lay just beyond the space she was in.
The door caught some bullets for her.
It turned out that Lily was not the only person who found refuge there from the bullets that the police were still firing. Someone who sat huddled in a corner, nearly jumped to his feet. Or her feet, in this case.
Lily's light-enhancing glasses allowed her to see the woman she had freed from the chair. And she carried a large sack with her.
"Hey, you!" the Masked Woman said and then ducked as the woman used the sack to take a swing at her.
Lily brought out her whip and swung it at the bag. It caught, and she yanked hard, pulling the sack from the woman's fingers. It crashed onto the marble floor, with the sound of breakables going through some serious breaking. Lily looked up. "You are the burglar!"
"Yes, I am. And I don't know who you are, but you are not going to take me in," the woman said, as she reached into a pocket and brought out a small bottle.
Lily was fast, but not fast enough to prevent the woman from taking off the cork and hurling the bottle's content towards Lily's mask. The strong smell of ammonia momentarily took Lily's breath away and she collapsed into a coughing fit while fighting to get some proper air into her lungs. By the time she had achieved that, her lungs still burning and her eyes filled with tears from the smell that was still around, the thieving woman had disappeared.
The noise from outside, of people approaching the building, made Lily aware that leaving the building herself was quite the good idea.
After a last look at the sack, which probably contained parts of stolen artefacts, she made her way to the storage room that she had come in through.
-=-=-
When she fell into her bed, Lily was still bothered by the load of ammonia she had endured. She would have to talk to master Wilfred about that. Maybe he knew a way to make her mask resistant to things like that. She also wondered how that woman, the burglar, had managed to get herself tied up in that chair. Lily could have sworn it had been done by someone else. And where had the burgling woman gotten these smoking pots with gas, that had driven Lily out of the hall, using a window as the way out?
The thoughts kept jumbling until Lily, now no longer the Masked Woman, fell asleep.
 
 

 
 
Lily and the next doctor.
 
 
 
 
"Have you gone out with him yet?" Selma was far too eager for Lily's taste.
 
 
"No. And that is not on my mind by far, Selma. We talked, only because he wanted to take me home-"
 
 
"Billy is such a cavalier," Selma swooned, her face radiating as if she was talking about the love of her life. She also ignored every word Lily had said. "He would make a perfect match for you, Lily Marin, just remember my words when you stand in front of the altar to be married to him."
 
 
Lily's friend poured more tea. "So, what did you two talk about?"
 
 
"Nothing special." Lily's hope that this would make Selma stop prying was in vain, for at the end of Lily's visit with Selma, Selma seemed to know more about it all than Lily did, at least that was how it felt to the singer.
 
 
Lily found herself back in the street, with her umbrella in one hand, and a bag with some of Selma's menacing home-made cake dangling from the other. Rain was doing all it could to soak people and things. And of course, there was no carriages available to her to ride home in, as people already occupied them for the same reason.
 
 
With a sigh Lily started walking.
 
 
-=-=-
 
 
"You are crazy, woman." The still unmasked woman was preparing herself to go out again. There were, as usual, bad specimens of the human kind to capture. No downpour would stop those, so it should not stop Lily, but remembering the work she'd had cleaning the hem of her dress, as she had been liberally splashed with gutter water that afternoon, made second thoughts creep up.
 
 
The ray-gun responded with its familiar buzz as she switched it on. After mere seconds the sound died away, together with the slight tremble in the grip and she slipped it in the holster. After adding her dagger and the whip to her belt and putting on her coat, she wondered if she should take her flight-pack. Being undecided, she slipped it on her back. It was not that heavy after all, and could come in handy.
 
 
Lily put on her mask and flipped one of the night-view glasses in front of an eye. She then took the hat with the wide rim, so most of the rain would be deflected. Well prepared she slipped out the back door, went through the tiny garden and disappeared into the dark alley.
 
 
-=-=-
 
 
As the Masked Woman patrolled the streets, she made sure to avoid the places where the police usually were to be found. The stupid (there was no better word for it) mishap at the archaeological museum, where she had been spotted and since then considered to be the unstoppable burglar, still haunted her. That was something she would have to deal with, and rather sooner than later. The problem there was that this particular burglar had seemingly disappeared from the face of the earth, which made handling the matter rather cumbersome.
 
 
Lily paced along the puddles in a street of a shady neighbourhood from where often hold-ups and homicides were reported. The weather was so bad that all her scouting and checking was in vain. Even the thugs of the city seemed to possess more sense than she had: they stayed in this night.
 
 
"Very smart, woman," Lily muttered to herself as she wiped her goggles dry once more. "You really know when to go out."
 
 
She rounded a corner where a strong wind was playing its tricks. One of these tricks was to surprise unsuspecting wanderers with a frontal attack of wetness.
 
 
The Masked Woman briefly thought of what was waiting for her at home. Her book, a novel about the discovery of strange, far-away lands and amazing cultures, and a welcoming cup of hot tea. Then she heard a scream. The book and the tea would have to wait.
 
 
Lily stopped walking and amplified her hearing, hoping that the person would scream again. That way she would have a better sense of where to go, and it was a sign that the person was still alive. She did not have to wait long.
 
 
The rushing sound of the rain did not conceal a second scream, and this time Lily was prepared for it. She started running towards the alley where the sound came from. As she went, a third scream erupted from someone's tortured throat. This time the sound ended abruptly, urging Lily forward even faster.
 
 
She reached the dark passageway and dove into it. Instead of stopping and turning, she just slammed herself into the wall, regained her balance and grabbed her ray-gun. Slamming into the wall, she had found, was a much more effective way to brake. It also added to the surprise factor towards the person she was going after.
 
 
The light-enhancing glass in her mask revealed a group of three people standing over not one, but two shapes lying on the wet cobblestones.
 
 
The ray-gun whined its high pitch as Lily switched it to full power. "Hold your hands right there and no one gets hurt unnecessarily," she informed the three.
 
 
One of the men drew a knife. The air crackled as the ray-gun discharged.
 
 
"My finger is faster than your knife," the Masked Woman told the man, who stood cursing, holding his hand. Blood seeped from it, and there was at least one finger missing. "And now you are going to lie down with your nose in the dirt and your hands on your back."
 
 
The three people did not need more encouragement and obeyed. Lily grabbed a few bits of rope she always carried with her and tied the men up. With their hands tied to their ankles they would not go far.
 
 
Then she checked the silent shapes on the ground. The two people, a man and a woman, were dead. Both were stabbed. Lily groaned as she noticed how young these two were, they could not be over twenty-four. She got up, suppressed the urge to kick each of the three men in the ribs and then walked out of the alley.
 
 
Somehow she had to alert a policeman. That presented a bit of a problem, as not many of that particular species ventured into this neighbourhood. It was a sensible health-precaution, the Masked Woman understood that, but one that was rather annoying at times. Lily kicked the heels of her boots together, waited for the extended legs to stabilise and paced off towards where she hoped she could find a stray police officer.
 
 
She located a policeman quickly. The man stood with his back to her,. Lily held his head so he would not be able to see her, and told him about the three men and the two dead people in the alley. Before walking off with long strides, Lily also told him that she was not the burglar from the Archaeology museum. For what that was worth.
 
 
-=-=-
 
 
"Ladies, ladies! Please! This is awful!" Lily pressed her hands against her ears in an exaggerated way, to show everyone how bad the last part of the song had been. Lily had taken over Agatha Henley's role as conductor of the choir, and with amazing results.
 
 
"Annette, you have to stop trying to sing soprano, would you, dear? We went over this, you are not a soprano. And Corynthia, don't be shy when you do your little solo." Lily did not understand why the young woman tried to squeak her part in the song, as usually she was loud enough.
 
 
"Perhaps we should take a short break and rest our voices a bit," Agatha Henley, officially the leader of the ladies choir, suggested.
 
 
"I agree, and we brought something nice to eat," someone behind Lily said, who turned as if she had been stung.
 
 
"Selma! You surprised me." Selma's sudden appearance made Lily nervous. Too often Billy was with her.
 
 
"Not us," Isabella Jenkins giggled, "we saw them come in."
 
 
"Them?" Lily wondered, looking at Isabella and then back at Selma who apparently was alone. Were her nerves warranted?
 
 
"Billy is here also, he will be back shortly," Selma beamed, "he is fetching the basket."
 
 
A scared feeling flared through Lily for a moment. Billy. The young man who had been in her house. Who had to have seen her ray-gun. "Oh, how nice," she managed, without showing her proper feelings about that.
 
 
"I knew you'd appreciate that," Selma smiled as she stood with the table where the tea was steeping.
 
 
Billy came in, carrying not only a basket but also a parcel that looked like a box. It was wrapped in dark brown cloth.
 
 
Most ladies of the choir seemed to know him, as he was welcomed to join the group for tea and home-made scones. Lily wondered which home they came from. Selma was a very nice person but not one who would ever be famous for her culinary abilities.
 
 
Despite her attempts not to, Lily found herself sitting next to Billy. She wondered how that had happened. A mean streak of thoughts made her accuse Selma of witchcraft for a moment, but of course she did not voice that. That would not be becoming. Instead she engaged in the chatting as well as she could. At least that had become easier since Lily had joined the ladies' choir.
 
 
Going out on a limb, she turned to Billy and asked him what was in the package he had so carefully placed out of harm's way.
 
 
"It is something I have to deliver," he said. His face lit up when Lily addressed him. "It is something for Dr. Cal-" His jaws snapped shut. "For a customer of my uncle's. It is a special delivery."
 
 
"You are making us curious now, young William," said Agatha Henley, looking at him over the rim of her tiny spectacles. Lily always suspected that the elderly woman mostly wore them for show, not for purpose.
 
 
"I am truly sorry, Mrs. Henley, but I can't tell what is in the box, because I don't know." Billy glanced at the antique clock in its mahogany casing that hung from the wall. "I have to deliver it in about an hour."
 
 
After tea and more singing, with Selma and Billy as their audience, the rehearsal of the choir was over. All the ladies left for their own destinations, and Lily found herself standing outside the large building with Billy, as Selma had disappeared as well, after stating that she was confident that "you two will find your own way".
 
 
"It was nice meeting you again, Lily," Billy said, his face still alight. "Do you have any plans for the rest of the day?"
 
 
"I do," Lily nodded, "I need to go by a store. Something is being repaired for me, and I want to see if it is done already."
 
 
Her mask was in Master Wilfred's workshop, the good man had promised to see if he could do something about making it gas-proof. After her encounter with the ammonia-throwing burglar, that had become a priority.
 
 
"I see. Well, then I wish you a nice day, Lily. I hope we can meet again soon." Politely Billy took off his cap.
 
 
"Have a nice day, William. Billy." Lily flustered as she started walking, and that feeling did not improve as he started walking in the same direction.
 
 
"Were you not going to deliver that?" she bluntly asked, pointing at the box he held under his arm.
 
 
"I am. And for that I need to go this way as well."
 
 
"Oh." Lily felt quite the fool.
 
 
In silence they walked along the rather busy street, while Lily wondered if proper ladies would feel as awkward as she did now, walking next to a man. But what was she thinking, she scolded herself then. Billy and she were just walking in the same direction. Incidentally.
 
 
A few minutes later Billy was still walking next to Lily, occasionally making a comment. She wondered if it would be very impolite to ask when he would turn into another street. They were coming close to Master Wilfred's workshop, and she did not want him to know she was going there.
 
 
Her rescue came when they passed a shop with exquisite dresses and hats. Lily abruptly stopped and started examining the creations in the window, even though she knew they were far over her spending level.
 
 
Billy had already walked on a few steps before he seemed to notice Lily 'missing'.
 
 
"Thank you for walking with me," he said as he retraced his steps. "And I hope you will have an enjoyable afternoon, Lily."
 
 
Lily looked at Billy. He was brought up very well, she had to give him that. For that she found it hard to be blunt again. "Thank you, Billy. Good luck with your delivery. It was... good to see you... as well."
 
 
If he had noticed that she had swallowed the word 'nice' and made a kludge of the rest of her words, he did not reveal it. Billy just nodded and smiled, and then proceeded on his way as Lily feigned interest in the dresses that would most certainly appeal to Corynthia Winterbottom, with their loud and obnoxious colours.
 
 
When Lily finally dared to look towards Master Wilfred's shop, Billy was out of view. Relieved she let out a sigh and walked to the door of the workshop.
 
 
The door swung open, silent as always. Lily entered the space behind it, with its usual dark and gloom, where the familiar smell of metal, oils and faint traces of escaped aether welcomed her. Strange as this place was, she felt at home here. Basically this was the only place, apart from her house, where she could be herself. She did not have many secrets for Master Wilfred.
 
 
The workshop always looked as if someone had broken in and left it in disarray. All kinds of everything lay scattered about, but Lily had discovered that there was a pattern to it all. Slowly she sauntered past the long rows and shelves, and the overloaded tables. Clocks, small steam engines, magnifying glasses, but also heavy leather aprons, goggles, helmets and sturdy gloves and boots, everything was there. And more. But not everyone knew that. Some special items were kept out of view.
 
 
"That is wonderful, Master Wilfred, thank you for your custom." The voice startled Lily. It were not the words, but it was the owner of the voice who brought that about, for the plain and simple reason that it was Billy Masterson.
 
 
Frantically Lily looked about, but there was no way she would be able to either escape outside or hide herself in the shop.
 
 
"Think quickly, Lily," she cautioned herself. Swiftly she moved among some tables and reached for an object when Billy appeared.
 
 
"Lily? What are you doing here?" His voice was one big surprise.
 
 
"Oh, eh, I ehhmmm... was looking at this," Lily stammered as she put her hand on something.
 
 
Billy's eyes became large as he looked. Her hand rested on large screwdriver.
 
 
"That is... interesting," he tried to salvage the situation.
 
 
"What are you doing here?" Lily then asked, more pushy than she had wanted.
 
 
"I had my package to deliver. Master Wilfred is good enough to take it to where it has to go. It is for someone special."
 
 
"A woman?" Lily could kick herself, then and there. You are doing this all wrong, Lily, you should have gone home and locked every door and window.
 
 
"Uhm, no?" The man looked very confused for a moment. "It is a package for an inventor. Very secret and uhm, secret, you know. Can't tell you more."
 
 
Lily nodded and presumed that he just did not know more. "I understand. Trust me, I shan't tell anyone, Billy."
 
 
"Thank you, Lily. Well, I wish you a nice day, and..." again he looked at her hand that held the screwdriver, "enjoy your... screwdriver. I thought you were here for another replica of that ray-gun in your living room."
 
 
Lily was glad that the shop was dark. There was little chance he saw her red cheeks. "Thank you, Billy. Have a nice day yourself, and regards to-" keep your mouth shut, silly woman! "-your uncle and aunt."
 
 
Billy smiled and left, and with a clang Lily dumped the heavy screwdriver back on the table.
 
 
Replica of the ray-gun. That would work. It was quite the relief for the singer.
 
 
"Miss Lily!" Master Wilfred came walking to her. As always he was severely hindered by his thick apron. The man seemed to live in it. "How nice to see you. Do you know young mister Masterson? His uncle sometimes makes some specialised crystalline tools and other apparatuses for a special client. A very special client. Come, come."
 
 
"Yes, I know him," Lily mumbled as she followed the man, after looking back at the door that had just closed behind Billy.
 
 
"Nice young man, good family," Master Wilfred babbled on. "You will be pleased to hear that I was able to make some alterations to your mask. I take it that young mister Masterson is not aware of your other life, Miss Lily. I fitted a few small filters in a breathing piece that I attached to your mask. We may have to see if it is comfortable for you. Yes, mister Masterson's uncle is a good mechanic, he has made more parts for the doctor."
 
 
The short man, his grey hair protruding from his head as if he had been near Tesla coils far too often, always rambled all things in one go. The last word however made Lily shiver.
 
 
"Doctor, you said, Master Wilfred?" Please, dear heavens, do not let it be Doctor Drosselmeyer...
 
 
"Yes, Miss Lily. A fascinating man, you would like him I am sure." Master Wilfred handed her the mask that now had an extra part at the bottom. The breathing piece. "Yes, he is- Oh, we will have to change this somewhat, it will pull at your chin. If you have a moment..."
 
 
Lily had plenty of moments, which was good as she had to try the mask on a few more times. In that time she tried to find out the name of this mysterious doctor, but Master Wilfred did not let it slip. It annoyed her a bit, but at the same time it told her once again that her secret was safe with this man as well.
 
 
As she was ready to leave, her improved mask in her handbag, a man entered the shop. He looked the paramount of a working man. Sturdy shoes, double woven grey workman's pants, a faded blue shirt beneath a brown jacket that had seen many better days, and a hat that did not fit his face at all.
 
 
"Oh, I'm sorry, miss," the man politely said as he almost ran into her. With remarkable elegance he moved around her. "Do you know if the Master is in?"
 
 
"Yes, he is here," Lily said, wondering who this man was, whose clothes smelled like they were washed in the waste water of a metal factory. She could not help making a face and step away from the newcomer.
 
 
"Oh, hello Ben," the voice of Master Wilfred came from around the corner where he was rummaging around for something he tried to find, for Lily to take along. "You are early today."
 
 
"I know, Master Wilfred, Doctor Calgori seems to be in a hurry for the new part. Did it arrive already? He sent me running especially for that."
 
 
"As a matter of fact... Oh, here it is! Now, where is that box?"
 
 
Lily smiled. The man was incorrigible. And now she knew a name. Calgori. Not the name she dreaded to hear.
 
 
Master Wilfred appeared with the box that Billy had carried in earlier that day, and a small pouch. He handed the box to Ben and the pouch to Lily.
 
 
"I am sure you will have a good place for it, Miss Lily," he smiled. "Now off you go, and good luck."
 
 
Slightly surprised Lily nodded a goodbye and walked out of the shop. She was not used to being brushed off like that by this strange but incredible and reliable man. The box had to contain something fascinating.
 
 
That very thought was the reason that Lily lingered outside the shop, taking her position with the dress store again, until Ben came out, the box under his arm.
 
 
Ben turned right and walked down the street as if he had not a care in the world. And why would he? He was so plain and average that he blended in perfectly. He was almost invisible. Lily took up her pursuit and followed him along many streets, until he suddenly turned into a narrow side-street.
 
 
The singer first walked past the street, then waited a few seconds and returned to the narrow street from where a loud and massive 'clang' had echoed. Leisurely she walked into the cobblestone street, which was hardly more than an alley with pretences.
 
 
To her right there was one long brick wall with the occasional window high up, to make a burglar's life miserable. To her right there was an equally long brick wall with a single metal door, that made it quite obvious where Ben had gone. There were no windows in this wall.
 
 
Lily listened at the door, amplifying her hearing. Faint voices, too far away to understand, were drowned out by someone hammering. Lily noticed that the hammering was done in a controlled, almost careful way. What was going on behind that door?
 
 
-=-=-
 
 
The local riff-raff would have to be dealt with by the police this night. In the little house, in the middle of a quiet street, the transformation into the Masked Woman was almost complete. She was going to pick up her investigation where the singer in the pretty dress had had to stop: at the steel door in a large building.
 
 
Lily left her house the regular way: through the garden and along the dark path. On her heightened legs she moved through the streets very fast. The few people who saw her knew better than to address her. She would not even acknowledge their presence unless someone made a strange move towards her. And that was something people usually regretted.
 
 
In the narrow street several lights were doing their utmost to make the cobblestones and tiles visible, but many of the lights had given up the struggle. The large building loomed high and dark. Its façade, which was located on the main street, looked uninviting in the dark.
 
 
Lily tried the steel door. It did not move. Even a few good pulls did not do much, except for slightly twisting the handle.
 
 
Applying more force was not a problem for the Masked Woman, but that would cause so much noise and damage to the building that getting inside unseen and unheard would be highly improbable. She looked up to the roof, but the darkness made that hard to discern. Her mask with a light-enhancing glass helped, as usual.
 
 
Lily reached into her pocket and found the brass tube. Her thumb rested lightly on the ruby button that would trigger her jet pack, which she had brought along for just this situation. She estimated how much power she had to release, braced herself and pressed.
 
 
The booster in the backpack responded swiftly and Lily shot upwards. Her guess was reasonable. She overshot the roof by ten feet at best and fell down to it. She landed on her feet as the backpack spluttered just once before it shut off.
 
 
"Alright. Let's see..."
 
 
The Masked Woman slowly moved over the roof, looking for a way into the building. She reached a low lumpy construction. In it were a few windows that looked like large covers, from the dirt they had accumulated, probably over many years. They opened easily, so she put her backpack in the shadow and climbed in. Lily arrived in a narrow corridor where an oppressive smell assaulted her nose. It reeked of metal mixed with a host of scents from obnoxious liquid origins. Lily did not consider herself much of a lady, but this stench was almost too bad.
 
 
The light-enhancing glass revealed the corridor in an shadowy and blurry greenish light, and at the end of it she saw a metal staircase. Carefully she advanced towards it and put a foot on the first step on the way down. Nothing creaked. She stepped down a bit further when all of a sudden she quickly closed her eyes and grabbed for her light-enhancers.
 
 
Someone had flicked a switch and lit a lot of lamps.
 
 
-=-=-
 
 
"Well, well. A visitor."
 
 
Lily had prevented painful eyes through her faster than normal reflexes, but the shock of the voice was at least as painful. Two strong hands grabbed her head from behind, aiming to prevent her from looking at who spoke. An average human would have squealed from surprise and the sudden pressure, so for good measure she did that, hoping she did not exaggerate it.
 
 
"And would you care to tell us who you are?"
 
 
The voice was rather pleasant. Not pushy, not inquisitive, it was just asking a question. It struck Lily that the person speaking was very polite too, and so far no one had attempted to pull her mask off. That was something she wanted to avoid at all cost.
 
 
"I'm the Masked Woman."
 
 
Lily's sensitive hearing picked up an amused sound.
 
 
"That, I dare say, is quite obvious. It seems you value your anonymity. When I ask my associate to let go of you, will you not do anything rash, Miss Masked Woman?" The man's voice still sounded amiable, Lily did not detect any vibration of annoyance in it.
 
 
"I shan't," she said. A moment later the strong hands let go of her head.
 
 
At the bottom of the staircase she saw a man in a very remarkable wheelchair. It looked... wrong. Lily knew not much of wheelchairs, but this one definitely had too many pipes, tubes and levers. The man occupying it had long white hair, down to his shoulders. A short white beard hung beneath a kind, smiling face from which two dark eyes took her in with painstaking care. The man wore a high-buttoned dark blue housecoat. The rest of him, as far as Lily could see, where legs in black trousers and black, polished shoes.
 
 
"If you would care to step down, Miss Masked Woman," the man nodded, "that would save me staring up at you. Although you are quite the sight to behold, I have to say."
 
 
The Masked Woman walked down the stairs, keeping an eye on the surroundings. Jumping would have been just as easy, but there was no reason to show these people what she could do.
 
 
"Pray tell, how did you get onto the roof, Miss Masked Woman? The walls did not report anyone climbing up," the man with the white hair asked. "And forgive me for being so rude, allow me to introduce me. Doctor Calgori." He extended a thin, pale hand.
 
 
The name hit Lily, even when she knew that this building had to do with him. A man who used things that Master Wilfred made should not be sitting in a wheelchair. She wondered for a moment if she should take off her glove before shaking the hand. She looked back, up the stairs. The man who had held her head was a big man. But he was still up there, not behind her. This gave her a strange feeling of security. She took off her right glove, shook the man's hand shortly and slipped the glove back on. "Doctor? What kind of doctor are you?" she asked suspiciously.
 
 
Doctor Calgori smiled. "Remarkable hand." He slowly rubbed the tips of thumb and index finger together, as his eye focus seemed to slip away. Then he looked at Lily. "I am a Doctor of Mechanisations. Mechanisations and other inventions. I hope that one day you are willing to tell me what happened to you, Miss Masked Woman. For now, let me welcome you to my workplace. I apologise for its current state, as we had an unfortunate burglary recently."
 
 
Lily stepped a bit away from the man in the wheelchair, out of habit. It was hardly conceivable that he would jump up and rip off her mask, but still. Then she looked around the large open space where by now all lamps had ignited and spread their light.
 
 
Several bizarre contraptions adorned the floor, and some hung from long and heavy chains. Most of the things looked half-finished, plenty of them not even close to that stage. The one thing that they shared was their size. They were big. Most of them would fit a grown person inside them without a problem.
 
 
"You made those?" Lily pointed at the assembly of metal objects.
 
 
"I invent them," the Doctor nodded. "Since my legs are refusing proper service I need to rely on other people to assemble and test my creations. And one of them was stolen a few days ago."
 
 
"Someone came in here and... stole one of those things." Lily was stunned. How had the thieves done that? And what would they do with such a stack of metal in the first place?
 
 
Lily turned around quickly as she heard footsteps coming down the stairs. It was the man who'd held her. He wore heavy shoes, dark brown breeches and a colourful chequered shirt that was unbuttoned far, showing a massive chest covered in a lot of hair. The man's face fitted his physique. Wide and strong.
 
 
Doctor Calgori smiled again. "You are entirely remarkable, Miss Masked Woman, not only your hand. I cannot deny feeling most intrigued by you."
 
 
As Lily glanced at him in wonder, he elaborated: "Malcolm' footwear enables him to walk without being heard. Yet you heard him. And you react quite a lot faster than the average human."
 
 
Malcolm, the big man, calmly sat down on one of the lower steps of the stairs. "We did not feel the need to mention the Masked Woman to you, sir," he spoke with a voice far too gentle for such a small giant. "There have been numerous rumours about her, one even where she is accused of breaking into the archaeology museum."
 
 
"I didn't do that," Lily said, immediately regretting that. But she'd said it. "It was someone else. A woman. I've seen her."
 
 
"No one in this building is accusing you of anything, Miss Masked Woman." The Doctor's voice remained calm and friendly. "Consider this space to be outside the normal world."
 
 
That sounded mysterious, Lily thought, but as long as they were not prying, she was content.
 
 
In the far wall a door opened. A man in a suit walked into the large hall through it. He seemed to be familiar with the strange constructions as he did not even deem them worthy a look.
 
 
Lily tensed as the man came closer, but he entirely ignored her. Instead, he handed a sheet of paper to Doctor Calgori. "I think this requires your attention, sir."
 
 
"Ah, yes," the Doctor agreed as he skimmed over the note. "Oh, this is Miss Masked Woman. Miss Masked Woman, this man is Harving."
 
 
The man in the suit politely nodded. "So you do exist. A pleasure to meet you, I am sure." He then turned and walked off, leaving the Masked Woman flabbergasted. She had never encountered such a reaction. So you do exist.
 
 
Doctor Calgori folded up the paper. "I must ask you to leave now, Miss Masked Woman. There are certain things of importance that I have to see to. I am delighted to have made your acquaintance, though. I would appreciate another visit from you."
 
 
This was even more surprise for Lily. "Yes, that would be fine with me," she uttered with some difficulty.
 
 
"Very good. Malcolm will show you to the window upstairs. But, before you leave... how did you get up on the roof? I asked this before."
 
 
Lily told him a little about her jet pack. Everyone who knew about the Masked Woman knew about the jet pack as well, so that was not giving away a secret.
 
 
"Fascinating. I would like to see that item someday. Thank you for... dropping on our roof, Miss Masked Woman." The Doctor chuckled at his little joke. He treated Lily to an amazingly bright look from his dark eyes and then, using some small control, he made his wheelchair roll off, towards the door that Harving had disappeared behind. A few feet away he stopped and turned.
 
 
"If you hear something about a stolen mechapede, would you please let me know?"
 
 
"Mechapede?" Lily frowned behind her mask. "Oh, that is what was stolen from you."
 
 
"Indeed. It looks a bit like an ant, but it is larger. Much larger, I might say. I'd be grateful for your assistance. Good night, Miss Masked Woman." The doctor smiled once more, turned his chair and rolled off.
 
 
Malcolm rose to his formidable size and held out a hand towards the stairs he had been sitting on. "Miss Masked Woman? Please follow me."
 
 
As a plenitude of emotions raced through the Masked Woman, with confusion reigning, she followed the man up the stairs and to the window she had entered through. Malcolm opened the window and offered her a hand to get out. Lily ignored that and jumped out, onto the flat roof.
 
 
"Have a nice evening," Malcolm said and then closed the window. He locked it.
 
 
Lily waited until the light behind the window was extinguished and then picked up her backpack. She walked to the side of the roof and, with the light-enhancing glass in place, judged the height. "Not too bad." Then she jumped and smashed into the cobblestone street.
 
 
Quickly she was on her feet again, strapped the jet pack to her back, and on extended legs she set off for home. As she went along, questions begged for attention. One was about the strange man in the wheelchair. He hadn't asked why she had broken into his building! And how had people managed to steal an enormous metal ant from a building like that, without being noticed? And to what purpose?
 
 
-=-=-
 
 
"Lily, my dear, you seem very distraught today. What is the matter with you? Are you having any problems we can help you with?"
 
 
Agatha Henley, the lady who felt in charge of the ladies' choir, touched Lily's shoulder for a moment.
 
 
Lily startled as she was thus torn away from the combination of questions in her head and fatigue in her whole body. After she had gotten home from the strange visit to the warehouse annex inventor's workshop, she had not slept a wink. This had taken its toll on her, despite her extraordinary powers. "Uh, what?"
 
 
Mrs. Henley shook her head. "You are not with us, are you? Maybe you are in need of some strong tea, or some fresh air. We've been singing all our songs without you."
 
 
Lily felt blood rush up to her neck and cheeks. Fabulous , she had finally found a group of people she dared to mingle with socially, and now she was already making an utter dullard of herself. "I am so sorry. I had a rather unruly night."
 
 
The subdued laughter and smirks that her words triggered made her blushing even worse.
 
 
"Ladies. Please. We all know that our Lily is not that kind of woman," Isabella Jenkins spoke out, to smother the sounds. "We all have our ups and downs once in a while, and today it's dear Lily's misfortune." Isabella walked over to the tea table, poured a cup and came to hand it to Lily. "Here. Drink up, child."
 
 
Lily gratefully accepted the cup, ignoring the 'child', even when Isabella only had a few years on her. "I am very sorry," she apologised again.
 
 
This was really the worst time to be so absent minded. The choir was practising for a recital at the town hall which was going to take place in only four days, and this was meant to be the final big rehearsal. So far, Lily was not making a big impression.
 
 
The other ladies sat down with tea and cookies and started chatting. A small break from singing was always welcome.
 
 
Corynthia Winterbottom, of all the ladies, captured the chair next to Lily's. Lily groaned silently. Corynthia was a nice person, but ever so curious.
 
 
"Was it William Masterson?" was the first thing the chubby, brown haired woman said after making two cookies disappear at an alarming speed. Subtlety was not a word she had encountered recently. If ever.
 
 
Lily held back a sigh as she looked at Corynthia. "No." That answer would have to do, but it didn't.
 
 
"Is there someone else?" was the inevitable next question. It was louder than Lily liked. It raised eyebrows and attracted glances.
 
 
"Corynthia, please..." Lily hoped she did not sound too begging. "I don't feel like being questioned today."
 
 
"You never feel like that," the woman next to her said, "it is as if you are hiding something, Lily."
 
 
For a moment Lily lost her grip on herself. "Oh, but I do. I am the Masked Woman."
 
 
There was a short silence. The words she had spoken clearly made quite an impression. Then one of the ladies started giggling. The giggle quickly made the rounds, and soon all the ladies, including Lily, were laughing.
 
 
Fiona Basset got up and stood before Lily. "Lily, amuse me and stand up please."
 
 
Lily stood.
 
 
"So you are the Masked Woman," Fiona said, attempting not to laugh. "I have seen the Masked Woman, Lily, and let me tell you... you are definitely not big enough, nor strong enough to be her."
 
 
Lily's stomach wanted to tie itself in a knot at that first revelation, but the other words Fiona spoke prevented that at the last moment. They actually confused Lily. "Are you certain?" She hoped there was not too much surprise in her voice.
 
 
"Oh yes. The Masked Woman is tall. Very tall. And her hair is different too," Fiona was convinced. "It's always fumbled away in a big hat. And when she walks it is with enormous steps. Not like you. You walk like a proper lady."
 
 
Relieved Lily sat down.
 
 
"When did you see the Masked Woman?" Mrs. Henley asked. "She is such an illusive person. So many things are attributed to her, and nobody knows if she is real."
 
 
Lily felt as if her skin was crawling around on her, she itched all over. She wanted to hear all about this. At the same time she wanted the women to stop, as she feared that she would blurt out something that would attract attention to her own person.
 
 
Fiona was eager to share her personal interpretation of events though, relishing being the centre of attention. "Do you remember this affair with that Avenging Angel? The man with the metal wings and the touch of death?"
 
 
Heads nodded, Lily's too.
 
 
"Well, this man and the Masked Woman were standing there, and then the man flew up. And this Masked Woman almost grabbed his legs, she just missed him, and then she flew up as well!"
 
 
Fiona added a few more non-existing details to her story. It was clear to Lily that Fiona had indeed seen her there, as the woman knew details that had never been in the newspapers. It was also clear that the identity of the Masked Woman was safe for now.
 
 
After tea, Lily shoved the affair with Doctor Calgori to the background and focussed on the singing. And that went a lot better then.
 
 
-=-=-
 
 
The paper next morning conveyed something that made Lily almost jump up from her chair. She limited her reaction to knocking over and breaking her teacup, which luckily was empty.
 
 
The news was that a large strange mechanical contraption had been found, half under water, in one of the wider brooks just outside the town. It was apparent that someone had made the thing go there, although the way how it had been done was still shrouded in mystery and therefore a matter for the constabulary.
 
 
"Footprints of at least one individual have been found at the scene, suggesting that the contraption had been guided from the inside," Lily read out loud. It was evident to her that Doctor Calgori's mechapede had been found. For a moment she looked at the ray-gun. A thought crossed her mind. But she shook her head in silence. There was a recital to prepare for now. She wanted that to go perfectly. Anything related to a doctor in a wheelchair would have to wait.
 
 
 
 

 
 
Lily and the count
 
 
The door clicked shut. It was only a soft click, but Lily's sensitive ears picked it up as if a gun was fired outside. She leaned against the door, took off the wide-rimmed hat that she wore as the Masked Woman, and rested her head against the solid dark wood. The melting snow fell from her clothes, creating small, cold puddles on the stone floor.
She had just returned from a visit with this mysterious man in his wheelchair, Dr. Calgori. The other day she had found a note, on the floor in the centre of her small hall. Someone had somehow gotten it there, which initially had caused her to worry. After reading the invitation to visit this evening, she felt less troubled, but still she had seen it as a breaking into her house.
"Dear Miss, do accept my apologies for this," Dr. Calgori had said to her as she mentioned it. "I will see to it. This will not happen again."
Lily reached into a pocket of her sturdy coat and found the little box there, together with the note in precise writing. The Doctor had handed her these items with the words that he would be able to contact her through the box. "Inside the box is a small light. It can light up in three colours," Dr. Calgori had said. "The colour combined with the number of blinks means something. You can decypher the combination using the note." They had rehearsed a few combinations on the Doctor's request, but the procedure was very simple.
With a sigh Lily pushed herself away from the door. She hung away her thick coat in a niche near the backdoor, so it could dry without making wet spots in important parts of the house. Also the hat and her boots had to stay in the confines of the small passage, as they too had gathered plenty of snow. As one of the boots fell over and deposited its cold white layer on Lily's bare foot, she growled. "This is all your fault, Selma, and I can't even tell you off for it!"
Somehow Selma, Lily's best friend, had managed to make Lily agree to a dinner with Billy Masterson and his aunt and uncle. Of course this dinner was planned tonight, which was the reason she had hurried home after visiting the Doctor. "I should be more careful around her," Lily muttered as she walked into her bathroom. "Before I know it she has me standing in front of the altar with that... that... man."
-=-=-
Billy was at her door to pick her up at the designated time. Snow was all over him and his attempts to shake and slap that from his coat mostly failed. "You look very pretty, Lily," he said as he gave up his actions.
"Thank you, Billy." Lily forced herself to smile. "You look... like a snow man."
"I know," the young man grinned, "it is hard to avoid that in this weather." He held up her umbrella to keep most of the snow away from her as they walked and skidded to the waiting carriage.
Lily wished she could have worn her sturdy boots. The pretty shoes with the heels were impossible in this weather and probably would be ruined after this evening. Just before they reached the carriage, fate struck. Lily slipped and was forced to grab for Billy. The young man quickly threw his arms around her and kept her from falling into the snow.
"Oh... thank you," Lily mumbled as she allowed him to put her back on her feet. On the inside she fumed. This was so stupid. She never fell or slipped, and just now...
"My pleasure, Lily," Billy said, his face red. He helped her into the carriage, and soon they were on their way.
The conversation was somewhat forced and shallow. It went back and forth between the weather and the choir that Lily was a member of. "I heard from Selma that there is a special request for the choir," Billy knew.
"Is that so?" Lily's interest was slightly raised. Usually Agatha Henley, the leader of the choir, knew about things like those and shared them with the choir members. But then, Selma tended to know about things before they happened, Lily thought with a frown. "Would you happen to know what kind of request?"
Billy shook his head. "No, she didn't say."
The carriage stopped. Looking out the window, which was mostly covered with blobs of sticky snow, Lily saw that they had arrived. As quickly as they could, the two went into the house of Billy's uncle and aunt. Lily was forced to hold on to Billy's arm, as the feet of many passers-by here had polished the surface underneath the snow into mirror-like conditions.
"I'm so sorry, Billy," she apologised, "lady's footwear is not made for this weather."
"I'm not," Billy replied with a smile. "Not sorry that you hold on to me, I mean," he elaborated after a questioning look from Lily.
Once inside the house, where it was warm, they took some time to shake the quickly thawing snow from their coats and make themselves more presentable. Billy's family did not come out into the small vestibule, giving them ample time to prepare for a proper appearance.
Once the evening was underway, Lily tried hard to relax and feel comfortable. She had never met these people before, but they did all they could to make her feel welcome. Dinner had gone very well, the food was excellent and Lily had even dared a little wine. She did not want to drink too much. Her head had to remain clear, to avoid any giving away too much about herself.
Norman Masterson, Billy's uncle, was a very successful designer and creator of exquisite time pieces and beautifully crafted jewellery. Lily had already heard that from Billy, some time ago, but nodded politely and asked a few things about his work. Mr. Masterson also vaguely mentioned fullfilling 'specific requests' by 'certain esteemed customers'. Lily remembered how Billy had left a box at Master Wilfred's shop, which then had been taken to Dr. Calgori's fabrication hall. Norman Masterson knew the Doctor, it could not be otherwise.
Bella Masterson, Mr. Masterson's wife, tended the house and tried to make a young gentleman of Billy, as she expressed it.
"And of course," Bella smiled, "it is about time for him to think of a family of his own." The woman's eyes conveyed her meaning far too well. Lily was not planning on becoming the female head of a family, and certainly not with Billy Masterson! Billy, she noticed, did not react very much to his aunt's words. Perhaps he was not so eager regarding her plan as well.
Lily suspected that a plan was slowly being forged between Bella Masterson and her friend Selma, but if they were doing that, they had not counted on the Masked Woman. She would put a stop to that!
Despite her subtle attempts to make Mr. Masterson tell more about his 'special customers', she learnt nothing new. Her curiosity unsatisfied, the evening came to an end and Billy insisted on taking her home again, which Lily could not refuse as she had also allowed him pick her up...
-=-=-
"Lily! Lily!"
The loud words and more than those the pounding on the front door made Lily look up from her book. She recognised the voice. It was still early morning, so why would Selma be trying to take down the door of her little house?
Lily hurried through the hall and let her friend in. Selma was half covered in snow, which was still falling.
"You took your dear time, Lily," Selma muttered. Then she grinned. "Have I got news for you, dear friend!"
After Selma's coat and hat had been stored in a place where the melting snow could not do harm, the two women repaired to the tiny sitting room. Lily provided tea and cookies and then sat down to listen to Selma's news.
"It's about the choir," Selma said, trying to be mysterious about it. "One of my friends knows a few high ranking people, and one of them is a Count." Selma paused for a moment, building the suspense. Mostly for herself, Lily assumed. "The choir is asked to perform for them."
Lily stared at her friend as question upon question begged for attention. How did Selma know that? What would she wear? Would she be going with the choir at all? Why their small choir? Next to these questions, immediately her desire to do something like that started to disagree with her intention to stay in the background because she was the withdrawn one, with her strange dark secret. Instead of letting that flow of wonder and doubt appear, she calmly said: "That sounds very interesting, Selma."
"Oh, do you ever change, Lily? Interesting? Aren't you ever so curious to learn more? I for one am dying to know what is in that letter that was sent to the old hag!"
"Selma!" Lily looked shocked. Her friend was not always on the best of terms with Agatha Henley, leader of the ladies' choir, but calling her an old hag was really quite rude. "What letter?" she then could not help to ask.
"Ah, see? You are curious too! I know that the Count, his name is Skender Selezeanu by the way, had a letter sent to uhm Mrs. Henley. I guess it contains the specifics on the performance." Selma looked dreamy-eyed for a moment. "Wish I could come along. That would be so special. A castle, and a count, and servants and large luxurious rooms... That is so romantic."
The rest of the visit, Selma kept fantasising and guessing about the upcoming performance, and when she left, she had Lily promise to detail everything as soon as she knew.
-=-=-
Only a few days later Lily knew all the details. After a practice session of the choir, Agatha Henley officially announced that their ladies' choir had been invited for a performance at a genuine castle, in three weeks time.
"We have been invited by count - ehm - Skender Selezeanu, to add luster to an evening of dance and music." Mrs. Henley all but spelled out the foreign surname. "The count is an esteemed guest from Romania, and the audience will consist of more nobility." She put the paper on the small mahogany table next to her. "This means we have to work very hard, ladies. And we should also look our best. I suggest that we practice every day until the performance. We do not want to look or sound like amateurs."
Lily heard the excited whispers around her. She wondered how the choir, which was absolutely quite good in its league, would not sound like amateurs. After all, that was what they were. But Lily held her tongue about that. However, she did raise a matter of some concern. "I have several appointments to sing and teach singing until then, Mrs. Henley. I do hope you can excuse me during these days, otherwise my voice will be too strained."
Mrs. Henley regarded Lily for a while. Lily could almost see the cogs rattle and click behind the old forehead. "Yes. Of course. We should not be in the way of your income, Miss Marin."
The fact that she called Lily "Miss Marin" was a clear sign that Mrs. Henley did not embrace the thought, as Lily was unofficially the musical director of the group, but given the circumstances there was nothing Mrs. Henley could do but agree. "As we probably need assistance during all of this, I have asked Mrs. Burrows-Hill to join us when we leave."
Lily closed her eyes for a moment. She did not know if she should groan or smile. Selma, your dreams are coming true. Oh, Lily would hear all about that in a few days. Then she was scheduled to sing in the hall where Jonathan Burrows, Selma's husband, was the organiser of musical events and dinner-and-dances. Three weeks, she thought. That should be enough to get a decent repertoire rehearsed.
"Miss Marin, over tea I would like to discuss the songs I have selected for the particular evening."
Lily nodded. She braced herself for quite the battle, as Mrs. Henley was usually fond of the songs that the choir was by far not ready for...
-=-=-
The three weeks went buy in a rush. Lily visited Dr. Calgori a few times and apprehanded a few villains that preferred to break into the houses of wealthy widows. The confrontations with Mrs. Henley were rather difficult, but Lily managed to convince the old lady that some songs were really too complicated for the choir.
And then the day was there that the choir, including Selma for extra hands, were picked up to travel to the castle of the count. Lily had her cases packed and waiting outside her house. There was still snow in the streets, but the sky was clear and a wintery sun did all in its power to make the world look pretty.
A carriage came riding up to her house as she stood waiting in front of the window. Hardly ever carriages came in the street, so this had to be the one to pick her up. Lily quickly put on her thick coat, her warm gloves and a hat, and left the comfort of her home.
"Miss Marin?" the driver of the carriage asked without stepping down.
"That would be me, indeed."
The man eyed her cases. "Right then," he uttered as he climbed down. Before walking to her, he knocked on the door of the carriage, much to Lily's surprise. The door swung open and -
"Billy?" Lily could not believe what she saw. "Why are you here?"
The young man smiled brightly at her. "Selma asked me to come along as well, as there is so much to do." He walked up behind the driver, they both picked up a case and loaded it onto the waiting carriage.
"You best step in, miss," the grey-haired driver suggested, "no good catching a cold now."
That made sense. Before she could move, Billy was with her, offering his arm for support. Lily really did not want this, but once again her shoes were not the kind to go around in the snow, so she reluctantly let him help her to the carriage. Why was women's footwear not better prepared for this season?
Soon her belongings were stowed. Billy joined Lily in the carriage and then the journey began.
"It won't take very long," Billy told Lily, "four hours at most. Not the amount of time to go by train, really."
Lily nodded politely and tried to keep to herself for the first hour, but Billy did not give up trying to make contact. She had to give him credit him for that. Once the carriage had left the city, the beauty of the snow-covered rural environment rolled by. Billy kept pointing out nice things and interesting parts of the land, and at one moment Lily was looking out with him, finding that there was a lot of surprise in what she had considered to be just land with a layer of snow.
At a certain point Billy was telling her a very entertaining anecdote about when he and a friend had been throwing snow at each other, and Lily caught herself laughing at the funny expressions on Billy's face.
Billy looked at her and smiled. "You look very pretty when you laugh, Lily."
Lily felt as if she was facing something difficult. It was nice to be so relaxed, to laugh at what she heard. At the same time she needed to be careful, keep to herself, hide her deepest inner thoughts and worries and problems.
"Did I say something wrong?" Billy asked. He had of course noticed Lily's sudden change, the rare enough radiance disappearing from her face.
"No..." Lily sank back into the seat. "No, it's just something... I thought of." Suddenly she wanted to run away, disappear. A few tears welled up from her eyes, as this train of thought about her dark other side had suddenly spoilt the trip. She hated Dr. Drosselmeyer, who was to blame for all this. Lily dug in her little purse to find her hanky and could not find it. To her great surprise, Billy put a hand on her arm and offered her his handkerchief. It was white and clean. Perhaps even brand new. It made her feel even worse, because this meant he had seen her tears. She accepted the handkerchief and carefully dried her eyes. "I'm sorry, Billy," she said. "I didn't mean for this."
He just nodded and smiled for a moment. "Don't worry, Lily. We all have our moments."
At that moment the carriage left the main road and pulled into a small patch of snow-covered land that lay behind the row of trees they had travelled along.
"What is this?" Lily asked. "Where is he taking us?"
"Not to worry, Lily. We are making the last part of this journey not by carriage," Billy said. As to reassure her, he patted her hand for a moment. Lily pulled it away, but just a moment too late. She knew it, and she was convinced that Billy knew it as well.
Outside the carriage, the horses were upset about something, they both heard it, but the carriage stopped moving. The driver climbed down and opened the door. "Best to be quick about it, miss, it's a cold wind out here. I stopped as close by as I could, but the horses, you see..."
Now curious, Lily cast a quick glance at Billy who was buttoning his coat. She followed his example and then she stepped out of the carriage, helped by the driver. What she saw in front of the carriage almost took her breath away before the cold breeze did. "An airship!"
She almost jumped when she felt a hand in her back, even though that was protected by several layers of clothes and her good coat. Almost had she lashed out, Masked Woman style, but she held back just in time. It was Billy's hand that gently nudged her. "Come, let's go inside, it is too cold here."
Lily agreed, it was very cold. They quickly walked to the cabin beneath the airship. "Isn't it small?" Lily asked Billy, but before he could answer, someone opened the door and let them in. In the wind and snow, the drivers of several other carriages were loading her suitcases into the airship.
Then, behind her, she heard voices. One of them was Selma. Selma was loud as usual. But also there was Mrs. Henley, who nodded at her. And Billy, so close next to her. Involuntarily Lily stepped aside a little. Then she walked over to the older lady and asked why they were in this airship. Lily had never been in one of these contraptions before.
"This is a little extra that our host, the count, granted us. He wants us to make a special entrance, and so he arranged for this tiny flying basket. And I may add, Lily, that I do not feel very much at ease about this." The last words were whispered, only for Lily to hear. It surprised her that Mrs. Henley was so open towards her. It only lasted for that moment, though.
"Everyone please sit down," a voice came from a copper, trumpet-like speaker that was mounted in the ceiling. "We are ready to depart."
There was ample space for everyone to sit, on the four rows of couches that ran along the limited length of the gondola. Still Lily wished they had continued in the carriage, even though that had been a lot colder, and would have taken longer. Luckily there was no need to be squeezed in between Selma and Billy.
As if lifted by a large, invisible hand, the small airship left the ground. A short swaying motion made Lily gasp, and she was not alone in that. "We have succesfully lifted off," the voice from the copper trumpet informed everyone. "Please feel free to walk around, but please keep the weight balanced in order not to tilt the gondola."
Almost soundlessly, the airship floated over the forests and fields. Lily carefully walked from one side of the cabin to the other to see as much of the world below as possible, even when most of it was white with snow, and therefore void of most recognisable shapes.
Far too soon the voyage in this miraculous construction was over. The voice from the copper trumpet invited everyone to sit down again, as the castle of Count Selezeanu came into view. "We shall be touching down on the inner yard, to make your entry into the building as easy as possible," the man said. "Do not worry, we have done this manoeuver before, you will be perfectly safe."
Lily did not feel comfortable as the man felt it necessary to emphasise this, but the landing was extremely gentle. Everyone buttoned up and put scarves on again, and when the door was opened, they stepped into the yard of the castle. Lily stepped aside for a moment, to look around. The ground had mostly been cleared of snow. In front of her stood a rather peculiar castle. The building was not very large. Its walls were made of a sand-coloured stone that showed beneath the clots of old snow that clung to it. Left and right on the corners were made of round towers with many windows.
"Aren't you cold?" Billy's voice startled Lily.
"Oh, of course I am!" She was glad the snow had been cleared, so she could walk to the welcoming open castle-door by herself.
-=-=-
Most part of the day went by in a jumble of walking around, looking for suitcases with belongings and finding the way back to her room for Lily. The castle had too many corridors that all looked alike.
Lunch had been a very simple and informal affair, but the evening drew close and the ladies of the choir were invited to join the count and his other guests at an elaborate dinner, with the request to perform at least one of the songs they had rehearsed.
Lily had tried to locate Mrs. Henley, to decide on the song, but the old lady had made herself untraceable, so she proceeded to the dining hall in the company of Selma, and Isabella Jenkins. Somewhat to her surprise and equally to her relief, Billy was not there, clearly he had things to do elsewhere.
The dining hall was impressive. Shields showing different coats of armour hung from every wall. Large open fires in braziers supplied warmth and light, and a sea of candles on each of the large tables added to the atmosphere. Many servants, all dressed in red and white, escorted the guests to their assigned seats.
Lily tried to look around without being too obvious about it. Being curious did not fit a lady, but not being curious would be sheer impossible in these surroundings. The choir was introduced to the other guests, most of whom had well-sounding names, and were of noble descent. Lily frowned as she noticed that Billy still wasn't there, even if he was not her responsibility. Selma did not seem to worry about it, though.
Then their host, the count, arrived. Lily had a good look at the man. He was tall and thin. He was not just slender, she thought, he was skinny. His pale skin was accented by the lights from the flames, and by the black suit he wore. There was a woman by his side, blond and looking amazingly healthy in comparison, and beautiful. The man was count Skender Selezeanu. The woman with him was his sister, Dumitra, so Lily learnt. Of course, introductions went quickly as there were more, and more important guests for the count to meet.
The guest of honour was a duke. The man was amazing in many ways. He was tall, had a very tanned face which was overshadowed by thick, bushy eyebrows. Duke Leopold Wanzinger had long black hair that he wore in a pony tail. When he greeted Lily, his deep voice made her shiver down to her knees. She rubbed her fingers after he had let go of her hand, not because he had hurt her but because of the bubbling energy that seemed to emerge from his skin.
Just as the signal sounded that the guests were expected to find their seats at the table, Billy came into the dining hall. Lily noticed he looked agitated. His hair was out of order and his tie was a mess. As no one else seemed to notice that, she walked to him and quickly fixed his appearance as well as she could, without attracting too much attention. Billy stammered a few words of gratitude, as he was stunned by Lily's action.
"We can't have you looking like that," was her only comment as they walked to the table they were meant to sit at.
The dinner was amazing. Not only was the food exquisite, but also the way in which it was presented was breathtaking. Lily had never seen such colourful food, and so many shapes and patterns made of simple vegetables and potatoes. Usually she would eat moderately, but this time she enjoyed the food so much that she could not resist a few helpings of the extraordinary dishes.
By the time dinner was done and Mrs. Henley rose to announce the first short performance of the choir, Lily worried that she would not be able to stand, but those worries were in vain. She was also relieved that Mrs. Henley had chosen one of the simpler and more melodious songs for that evening.
Lily was painfully aware of a few slip-ups from some of the ladies as they sang, but the guests who were still at the table were engrossed in conversation, so it was unlikely that they had caught these mistakes. After the song, everyone applauded, though, so they had been listening after all. Lily noticed that Billy applauded quite vigorously, entirely out of place for that simple song. She just wanted to disappear right there and then, lock herself in her room and be alone. But that was not what the count had in mind.
A servant had come in with a bouquet of red roses, and the count personally handed a rose to each of the ladies, expressing his gratitude for their appearance. After that everyone was free to go where they pleased, so Lily took the opportunity to slip out of the large hall and find her room. Once there, she locked the door with the heavy iron bolt lock that was mounted on it. The metal had not been used often, Lily had to draw on her Masked Woman powers to move it into place. The scream of the dry metal made her shiver as it tore through her.
As she got ready for bed, Lily listened attentively to the sounds in the old castle. It was amazing, she thought, how much she could hear, even in this old building, with its massive, solid rock walls. As she blew out the candle and then slipped into bed, Lily was ever so grateful that she could also ignore all that noise she could hear. Otherwise she'd go raving mad.
The bed was cold. Lilly shivered as she pulled her knees up to her chin to get warm, and she squeezed her eyes shut to make the rest of the world go away and invite the blackness of sleep.
-=-=-
The scratching made Lily wake up with a jolt. Sitting in her bed, she reached for the mask that was next to her. It had the light-enhancing glass mounted, but in the pitch black room it did not do her any good, as she had drawn the heavy curtains. Again she heard the scratching sound. It came from the door, as if someone tried to get in. Slowly Lily folded back the covers, goosebumps invading her skin as the cold air in the room hit her. She left the bed and moved to where she remembered the door, very quietly. The ice cold stone floor bit into her feet as she stepped from the few carpets that lay in the room. She listened, her hearing sliding into the extreme.
Lily heard muffled breathing, a bit of scraping and another scratch at the door. A soft thud followed, as if someone tried to force the door open. It would take more than the shoulder of even a very strong person to break through this ancient wood though. Also the big bolt would be a hard hurdle to break.
Curiosity of who this was awoke the Masked Woman within Lily. In the dark, relying in her other senses, she quickly moved to the case that held the gear of her alter ego. It did not take her long to put it on. In the dark she had to search for the mask, which had slipped from the night stand onto the ground, and then, fully alert, Lily returned to the door.
Whoever had been trying to enter, had left. The person breathing and scraping was no longer there, as the lack of breathing told her, so Lily took hold of the sturdy bolt and unlocked the door. The scream of old iron was not as loud as when she had closed it, but still loud enough to make her hold her breath and wait, listening for noises from the other side of the door. There were none.
The Masked Woman flipped the switch on her ray-gun, felt the reassuring vibration in the handle, and left the room. Candles shimmered their feeble light along the rough stone wall, bathing the corridor in an eerie atmosphere. The soft whine of the gun seemed incredibly loud to Lily. Usually there was enough noise around, but the corridor was silent, dead silent. She tried to decide which way to go, left or right, so she strained her ears to catch any sound.
When she heard it, it was more a feeling than something audible. The Masked Woman turned left and as quickly as she could walked through the corridor, passing several more doors, like the one to her bedroom. Where the corridor ended, she waited and listened again. Left or right... Right this time. Lily paced along the wall, which again was illuminated by only candles. Several of them had burnt down already and extinguished themselves.
In a dark passage the Masked Woman almost ran into someone - someone bent over and trying to push a metal blade between the door and the wall. The figure, all in black, tumbled to the ground. Lily was surprised to see how fluidly the person rolled over and got to his feet again. The only sound Lily heard was a soft hiss, then the black shape leapt forward and bent over to ram a shoulder into her stomach. As the Masked Woman, Lily was quick. Very quick. The shoulder of her assailant only found air and tumbled again, rolling over his shoulder and veering to his feet almost as elegant as a ballet dancer.
"You're good," the black shape whispered. It was a woman's voice!
"What do you want?" Lily asked, as she brought out her ray-gun. She knew that her whip would be useless here, she had brought that out of habit.
The only reaction she got from the woman in black was a short laugh. Then the dark shape dashed away, waving an arm over the candles. The airflow she made was too much for most flames; the escaping woman left Lily literally standing in the dark. There was no use, she knew, in trying to find the person in black now.
It did not take the Masked Woman long to find the way back to her room, despite the darkness. She closed and bolted the door, found matches to light the candle, and sat down on the bed. Who was that woman? What was she trying to do? Break into rooms and steal things? Those and several more questions flew around her head as Lily changed from Masked Woman to sleepy singer, and quite a while after blowing out the candle, her mind was occupied by them.
-=-=-
It was only towards the morning, when light tried to push itself through a slit in the heavy curtains, that Lily dozed off. Her slumber was cut short by a fast rapping on the door, and Billy's voice faintly coming through it. Lily peeled herself from the bed, clenched her teeth as her barely warm feet hit the stone cold floor, and called out to Billy to wait. She found a robe, which she quickly put on, and then opened the door.
"Good morning, Lily," said the young man, rubbing his knuckles. Then he raised his eyebrows. "Apparently not so good, judging from your face. Did you not sleep well?"
"That is a kind way to say it," Lily said, hiding most of herself behind the door. "Why are you making such a racket?"
"Apparently there was a thief in the night, from some rooms items were taken. I just wanted to make sure you are well."
Images of the woman in black and the shadows she had cast in the flickering candle light, sprang to Lily's mind for a moment. "I'm well. Thank you. No one was in here, I am sure." After a hesitation she added: "And that's very kind of you."
Billy smiled. "You're most welcome. Oh, before I forget, Selma heard that breakfast is in the main hall in about an hour. Do you want me to come and walk you there?"
These were the moments when Lily had to take care. The Masked Woman had no problem finding her way here, in places where she had been once. Lily Marin, the singer, had to be entirely different though. "Uhm, I think that would be nice of you, Billy. Thank you."
Again, the young man smiled, and promised he'd be there in time.
-=-=-
The day went by quite quickly. After breakfast, the ladies of the choir went for a walk in the snow-white countryside that surrounded the castle. Billy was with them, 'for protection' as he liked to claim, as well as one of the people from the Count's staff. That man probably was more protection in his underwear than Billy could be with any armour of choice, Lily thought to herself. Also the sister of the Count, Dumitra, had joined the group.
Lily enjoyed the crisp, fresh air as the group strolled through the freshly fallen snow, but most ladies soon expressed a clear desire to go back inside, where it was warm, and tea would be aplenty. Dumitra laughed at them, and told them in her interesting accented voice that they had not seen proper winters, if they already were uncomfortable with this weather.
The afternoon was spent rehearsing the songs that would be sung that evening. The cold weather outside had clearly affected the throats of the ladies. Lily cringed at times as she heard the slips and falters of the voices.
"I suggest we take a short break, ladies," she suggested as the songs were butchered more and more. "Give your voices some rest, drink something warm and we'll continue in half an hour."
Mrs. Henley argued that stopping would not help, as that would cool down the vocal cords. Most of the ladies of the choir had walked off already, though, so Mrs. Henley's only target of suppressed fury was Lily, and she did not really feel threatened by the older lady.
After the short break, the rehearsals went a lot better, much to Lily's delight. Mrs. Henley did not twitch a muscle.
-=-=-
"Lily, do you need help?" Selma's voice barely made it through the thick door, but the singer with her powerful senses heard her friend as if she was in the room already. Lily was struggling with the dress she was going to wear that evening; for a change Selma came as Godsent.
"I do!" A mix of resignation and despair seeped from these two words, clear enough for Selma to demand immediate access to the room. Lily opened the door, after shuffling to it, the dress wrapped around her knees in an awkward manner. She tried to keep most of the fabric from the floor to keep the dress clean.
Selma laughed as she saw Lily in her moment of humiliation. "I'm sorry, Lily, but you just look too funny and helpless." It was what Lily had been afraid of, but Selma's good mood and expert help resolved the situation as well as Lily's own gloomy feelings very quickly.
"There we are." Selma stepped back. "Very nice indeed. Look for yourself."
Lily did as her friend suggested. She carefully examined her appearance in the large mirror that stood near one of the dark stone walls and had to agree that she looked her best.
"Billy will be delighted too," Selma tossed it in as a casual remark. It was by far not casual enough. She would love to see Lily and Billy as a couple, and had never made a secret of that.
"I'll be delighted if the choir sings as well as they did with the last three songs of the afternoon," Lily ignored the implication, as she picked her shawl from a chair. "I think we're ready, don't you?"
The ladies left Lily's room and proceeded to the grand hall where the evening dinner would be served. As they walked there, Selma dropped one more hint to Lily, commenting that she had been pleased to see Lily fix Billy's tie the night before. The comment was met by silence from the singer, but Selma did not take offence. She knew Lily.
Lily had to stare for a moment as they entered the grand dining hall. It was hardly recognisable as the hall they had been in the previous evening. The entire place was an explosion of colours, because of the many flowers that were everywhere. Lily wondered how these had been acquired in the middle of the winter. In every fireplace, and there were many, flames burnt brightly, bringing a wonderful atmosphere to the large space, as well as a very comfortable warmth. Which, she thought, would be good for the singing voices.
The long tables were set with delicate china, silverware and a sea of candles in what had to be crystal candle-holders. None of the ladies from the choir had enough eyes to take everything in. Since most of them came from families of standing, this said something of the way everything was decorated.
Three kind ladies, acting as hostesses, guided the members of the choir to their designated seats at one of the tables a bit to the side. The other tables were already filling up well. The people at those tables, Lily was certain, were all from the upper circles of society. Their rich costumes and dresses, as well as the impressive amounts of jewellery she saw were silent evidence of that. She saw the count and his sister, as well as Duke Wanzinger, sitting at the head of the largest table. The duke and the count were engaged in conversation, and Dumitra, the count's sister (did that make her a countess, Lily wondered), looked around with a bored expression.
The woman caught Lily's stare and seemed to wave shortly at her, but Lily assumed that was a mistake on her side. Still, she raised her hand for a second before she turned towards the table to locate her seat. As if Selma had had a hand in it, one seat next to Lily remained free. And of course Billy was late. Again.
The count had already started a welcoming speech to all the guests when Billy finally arrived. One of the hostesses quietly guided him to the chair. Selma smiled at her nephew. Lily did not want to shoot him an angry look, even though he deserved it, so she did not even glance at him. If his tie was a mess, then so be it.
The count did not spend too much time on the speech, but as he finished, the duke, the guest of honour, took over, and he was not planning on cutting his words short. As the man talked, Lily stared at her fingers, at the cutlery in front of her and at the pattern in the nice table cloth. She did anything to avoid giving Billy any attention, despite his attempts to talk to her in whispers. And that annoyed her, because Bily had never done anything to harm her, he'd been helpful and kind, and - no, she could not let him come too close. He was already too near to where she felt comfortable.
"Lily? Are you feeling well?" It was Selma's voice, so the singer looked up.
"Yes, I'm fine. Thank you." Lily wondered what appeared to be wrong.
"You don't seem to be," Selma whispered over the table. "It would be nice if you can at least keep a straight face."
Lily suppressed a sigh and put on her best fake smile. At least that was not difficult for her. By then the duke had ended his speech, and the first course of the dinner was brought in.
After the main course, the choir was asked to sing a few song. Of course this did not come as a surprise, and Lily as well as Mrs. Henley were quite satisfied with how the songs were performed. They would sing more after the dinner, while coffee, tea and perhaps more wine would flow.
Billy had ceased his attempts to talk with Lily, to her great relief. Yet, at the same time she felt a bit sorry for him. As she had returned to the table, after singing, she had noticed his tie needed some correction, but she had not given in to the urge. Then the unexpected happened.
Suddenly loud voices rang through the hall, followed by the sound of falling chairs and more yelling. All the ladies of the choir turned to the source of the noise and saw the count and the duke standing opposite each other, holding each other by the collar of their expensive jackets. The gentlemen kept shouting at each other, and the urgency in their voices gave reason to believe that they were not going to stop soon.
"Ladies," said Mrs. Henley, "perhaps we should leave the hall until this is settled." Most of the choir-members rose from their chairs, a few were too fascinated by the goings on at the main table to react; they needed a gentle prod.
Lily caught the word "duel" from one of the two screaming men. Why they would want that, she did not know, but it was for certain not something that should happen. She knew that in her guise as singer, she could not do anything to stop these men, who apparently were beyond reason, but she knew someone who could. She would have to get to her room and change. Quickly. Furiously she searched for a way to make her disappearing viable. "They are going to fight," she screamed, and then made for the door.
Luck was with Lily. Nobody followed her, at least not fast enough to see what she did once she had left the large dining hall. Rather unlady-like she gathered her dress up and ran to her room as fast as she could without attracting more attention than she already did. Once there, she bolted the door. Every minute counted, and far too many were passing by as Lily did her best to get out of the dress without tearing it. She became the Masked Woman.
As that person, her sensitive hearing told her that nobody was in the corridor, so she slipped out of the room and then headed towards the dining hall, the ray-gun whining in her hand and her whip slapping against her legs. The Masked Woman burst into the hall.
All the guests had moved against the walls of the dining hall. Most chairs and even one of the tables had been overturned, apparently to accomodate a speedier escaping the danger zone that had developed in the middle of the big room. There, the count and the duke stood opposite each other, pointing old fashioned, one-shot handguns. For a moment Lily wondered where they had gotten those from, but no longer.
"Stop that nonsense!" she yelled at the two men. Everyone in the hall looked at her, except the ones her words had been aimed at.
"Prepare to die!" duke Leopold Wanzinger exclaimed.
Lily dashed forward to do something, anything, but even the Masked Woman was not fast enough to prevent the duke from pulling the trigger. A loud bang echoed through the dining hall. Time seemed to come to a halt, for several endless seconds.
Lily stood mere feet away from the count, who had been shot. He had to be shot, the distance between him and the duke was so little that it would have been impossible to miss. And yet, the count did not fall. He didn't even flinch. Dozens of throats gasped as the count barked a laugh for a moment. Then he raised his arm and fired at his opponent. The count's bullet did not miss.
The duke flung his arms up as the bullet punctured his forehead. The now useless gun flew to the side as the man, already dead, collapsed to the floor in a nasty heap. The count did not even wait for the duke's downfall. He slowly turned and gazed at Lily. "Now what do we have here?"
The Masked Woman held her ray-gun pointed at the man's chest, wondering if it would in any way disable him, considering that a proper lead bullet had not done him any visible harm. "I'm the Masked Woman. And you will have to answer for killing this man," Lily responded.
The count did not seem impressed. He looked at his empty gun and dropped it on the floor. "He offended me."
Dumitra, the count's sister, came closer and stood next to her brother. "Why are you here?"
Before Lily could react to that question, the count continued. "I challenged him, he shot first, and now he's dead."
Lily sensed people behind her, so she whirled around, grabbing her whip. "A word of sense: stay away from me," she warned the three men who were sneaking up on her. Clearly they belonged to the count's staff.
Then, from the corner of her eye, she noticed a strange movement, much faster than anything she had ever seen. Quickly she looked back at the count and his sister, to find only Dumitra standing there. "Where is he?" the Masked Woman asked the count's sister.
"I don't know," Dumitra shrugged. "I never know where he goes when he does that."
Lily turned and saw that the door to the hall was now wide open. She was convinced she had closed it, so the count had left through that door. A bundle of contradicting emotions raced through her as she tried to decide what she should do next. Worst of all was the disturbing awareness that perhaps she had done the most stupid thing by becoming the Masked Woman here.
Regardless of that, the Masked Woman had to disappear again. She did not like to be in public view like this, so she tensed her muscles and jumped over the three men. Even without her backpack this was easy enough for her. As soon as her boots hit the floor, she ran from the hall.
After the first few steps into the wide corridor, Lily stopped and looked left and right. The count, of course, was nowhere to be seen. If he had continued at the same speed that he had disappeared in, he might be halfway to London now, she thought grimly, so there was only one thing she could do now, and that was return to be the frightened singer Lily Marin. Instead of going directly to her room, Lily ran through a few corridors first, at high speed, to make sure nobody would follow her. As her room was in a more remote part of the castle as well as on the second floor, that was easy enough, and soon she had locked the door and was changing again.
She was almost done when someone knocked on the door. "Lily? Are you in there? Lily?"
It was Billy's voice, but she also hear Selma. "Lily dear, it's all fine now. You can come out."
"Are you sure?" Lily called back as she fought with the last parts of her dress, the ones that Selma had helped her with earlier. She could use that help now, but as that was out of the question, she did her best and hoped no one would see the difference. And had he said 'dear'?
"Yes, we are sure. Please, open the door." That was Billy again. His voice sounded sincerely worried.
Lily did as he asked, mostly because there was nothing more she could adjust to her attire. Billy seemed quite obsessed to enter her bedroom, he almost stumbled inside. "Billy. Please."
The young man regained his composure quickly and then, as several other people streamed into the room, he took a long and serious look at Lily, to make sure she was indeed fine. "Where were you?"
"I was hiding. In the closet." Lily hoped that would be an acceptable answer. She saw Billy's eyes move to the object she had mentioned and then they returned to her.
"Obviously," he nodded. In a bold move he reached out and took Lily's hand. "Don't worry, Lily. As I said, everything is just fine again. Although it might be wise for you to avoid the dining hall for the time being."
Lily raised her free hand to her lips. "Oh dear, did something bad happen there?"
Billy looked at Selma. Selma nodded. "Yes, dear. The count shot the duke, and the duke is now dead."
"Oh." Lily had already decided that she should 'faint' at a certain point, to get everyone out of the room, and this sounded like a good moment. Something that complicated this little act was the rough stone floor. Hitting her head against that would not be clever, not even for her. So despite her aversion of what she was about to do, she 'fainted' towards Billy, hoping he would catch her, which he did. Probably with pleasure.
There was some agitation of course, and Billy, helped by someone, carried Lily to the bed. Someone came running. The person had brought a wet cloth which was put on the singer's forehead. Lily had to concentrate not to blink or pull the cloth away as cold water seeped into her eyes and neck.
People expressed their concern, Billy and Selma claimed that Lily had always been a sensitive soul, and then they managed to get everyone out into the hall. Billy offered to stay with Lily, but Selma convinced him that Lily might be unconscious for quite a while, and he could bide his time in much better ways. There were things to be packed, as the choir would leave the next day.
After everyone had left, Lily remained lying on the bed, her eyes closed, in case someone would come back in the first minutes. Her suspicions proved right. Someone did come in, and carefully closed the door again. There was the sound of a chair being placed next to the bed and someone sitting down. The rustle of clothes betrayed that it was a woman.
"You can stop pretending now," the woman said.
Lily recognised Dumitra's voice. She peeked through one eye, then opened both. "I was not pretending."
"Oh, you were. I can tell." Dumitra sat back, very much at ease, openly watching Lily. "And you can stop your innocent play as well. I know who you are."
This surprised Lily. "Who am I then?" she asked as she sat up on the bed.
"You're the woman in the cape. The masked woman. You almost caught me in that museum, don't you remember?" Dumitra calmly admitted that she was the burglar that no one had been able to catch yet. "I must say, you're good. No one ever got that close to me."
"Which museum?" Lily tried to keep up her appearance, hiding her surprise as well as she could.
"Oh, please. We met in only one museum. In the Egyptian section, where you made me leave my treasures behind. Do you care to tell me how you became like that? You're not a vampire, but formidable in your own way."
"Vampire?!" Lily was even more surprised.
"You didn't know? My brother is a vampire, that is why he never shows up when it's light. And why he can move so quickly." Dumitra straightened part of her immaculate dress. "I only got nibbled at by one, so I never really changed. It did leave me with some nice specialties though. That's how I could tell you had not really fainted."
Lily's stomach started to make her feel very uncomfortable. Here she sat, with a woman who somehow knew her deepest, darkest secret. This woman could make her life more miserable than any demon! "What do you want?" she asked, her hands slowly turning into fists.
"Want?" Dumitra grinned. "There is nothing you have that I would possibly want. I just felt the need to tell you that I know, and in exchange I gave you something about me that most people don't know. To keep it even, so to speak. Like allies. Or friends."
"You were the woman trying to steal things from the other rooms, weren't you?" Lily asked, sharp and direct.
This time however it was Dumitra's turn to be surprised. "Steal from other rooms? What on earth are you talking about?"
Lily explained about the caped woman in black that she had met as the woman had tried to break into her room.
"No, that was not my doing. No one would know if I did something like that." Dumitra shook her head. "I should investigate this. Alone. And a word of advice: stay with your singing facade, you have a very good voice. Also don't leave your room tonight, get some sleep." The duke's sister rose from the chair and put it back. "I'll tell everyone I checked on you and that you are fast asleep. Tomorrow you will go home again, and we'll probably never meet again. Does that sound acceptable?"
"So you are not going to rob museums again?" Lily asked.
Dumitra smiled. "I did not say that. I'll simply stay out of your reach, because you are a bit too powerful for my taste." She held out a hand. "Friends?"
Lily stared at the slender hand as thoughts raced through her mind. How could she be friends with someone who was attracted to the wrong side of the law? But then, some of the things she did, being her alter ego, were not entirely pure either, even when she had never stolen things. Lily had to admit to herself that she had hurt people. Bad people, but still. Perhaps it would not be a bad idea to have a friend like Dumitra. Well, friend was a bit much. Acquaintance, perhaps. Someone with contacts in the vampire world, someone of a higher standing.
They shook hands.
Sleep had been a shallow experience for Lily when she woke up. Dreams had haunted her, dreams where people came up to her and told her that they knew all about her secret, that they would expose her, that she would pay for everything she'd done. What had she done, Lily asked herself as she lay in bed, staring at the ceiling. She had helped innocent people. Protected them. She had stopped bad people from doing bad things, which was good. But why, she wondered, did it feel so bad then? Was it because she did all these things in secret, masked, hiding in the shadows?
Lily left the bed, had a quick bath to freshen up and then dressed. It was still early. Her sensitive ears told her that no one was going through the corridor, so she slipped out of her room and started wandering around, just to have something to do, to get away from her dreams. To her surprise she ran into Billy who leaned against a wall as he stared out of one of the few larger windows.
"Good morning Lily," he smiled, veering up. "Are you feeling better now? Did you sleep well?"
Instinctively Lily wanted to back away. Billy showed all the signs of wanting to do something with his hands, like put an arm around her or something similarly intimate. He did not attempt that though, and she stayed where she was. "Yes, I slept well," she lied. "Did you?" Lily observed Billy. He had been in her dreams as well, as one of the people who came to tell her that they knew about her.
"Not very well," Billy shrugged. "I worried about you. You looked so vulnerable yesterday evening."
"You worried about me?" Lily was not sure if she should find this endearing or preposterous. No one should worry about her, she had always managed well on her own since the mishap with Doctor Drosselmeyer. It hadn't always been easy, but...
"Yes. I did," Billy interrupted her train of thoughts. He glanced outside for a moment. "It's snowing again. I'd invite you for a walk, to clear our heads, but in this weather that probably is not such a good idea. Maybe we can find some breakfast?"
He offered her his arm and before Lily knew it she had accepted it. Her first impulse was to pull her arm back, but somehow his presence gave her a feeling of belonging, of not being alone. Yes, even a feeling of trust and security. They walked down a staircase and found the breakfast room prepared. To Lily's surprise she saw Dumitra there, who greeted them with a smile that assumed far too much about her and Billy.
"Would you like to share my table?" the fair-haired woman asked.
Billy accepted, as Lily hesitated a moment too long. She scolded herself as she let him help her with her chair, and at the same time she was surprised that he was brought up so well. She had not expected that. They chatted about the events of the previous night while more and more people came in for breakfast. Everyone who had seen Lily 'faint' came over to ask how she was doing, and Lily assured the kind people that she was feeling well.
Selma, who had put herself in charge of arranging the transport for the return voyage, then came in to call Billy away. Before he left, Dumitra assured him she would see to it that Lily would not get lost. With Billy gone, Dumitra winked at Lily and she started speaking very very quietly. So quiet that only Lily's ears could pick up what the woman said. "I have found the person who was stealing," Dumitra told her. "It was someone from our staff. Needless to say she is not in our staff anymore."
"What did you do to her?" Lily whispered.
Dumitra only smiled. "Your hearing is remarkable. And your man friend is really nice. Hold on to him."
"He is not my man friend," Lily hissed.
Dumitra just looked at Lily, a knowing smile around her lips. Then, on a conversational tone, she continued talking about the latest fashion fads that had found their way over from France, and how she would love to acquire a few new dresses. Lily understood that the smalltalk meant the end of their very short conversation.
-=-=-
Snow was no longer falling when the ladies' choir had assembled in the hall near the front door. Mrs. Hensley and Selma made sure everyone was accounted for and then Selma announced that the dirigible was waiting for them in the courtyard. "Please go inside the airship as quickly as possible, ladies," Selma urged the waiting group.
Lily looked around the hall in vain; Dumitra was not there, nor was (of course) the vampire count. She found Billy next to her, the last bits of melting snow on his shoulders. He had helped stow the ladies' luggage. "You are supposed to stay here," she told him in a sudden impulse of mischief.
He stared at her in disbelief. "What makes you say that?"
"You are not a lady." Lily kept her face straight as she saw Billy fathom her words. As he started to grin, Lily had to grin as well. Maybe he wasn't so bad a person as she had thought he was.
One of the servants of the count's staff then opened the door, allowing a wave of cold to rush in. Everyone in the hall pulled their coats and cloaks tightly around themselves. Quickly the ladies, and Billy, filed out of the rapidly cooling castle hall, walking over the path that had been cleared of snow, and into the cabin of the small airship.
Everyone was urged by the airship's captain to find a good place to sit, and soon the ship was in the air and speeding over the white landscape.
Lily stared at the cold outside, her thoughts still trying to deal with all the strange things that happened. For a moment she looked left and right, looking for -
'Oh no,' she caught herself. Hopefully nobody had seen how she had looked for Billy! She found him sitting with Selma, busily talking while he held a few sheets of paper. She wondered what they were on about, so she increased her hearing. The two were talking about the logistics of getting everybody back home again. After all, they were returning a day too soon. The highly annoying incident with the now dead duke had invoked an early end to the meeting in the castle. Lily stopped listening in on their conversation. It was not polite to eavesdrop.
Only then she suddenly remembered the tiny box that Dr. Calgori had given her. She had not looked at it a single time! Her heartbeat quickened for a short while, as she told herself that she would not have been able to do anything for the kind man, being so far away in the castle. She'd pay him a nightly visit as soon as she was home and had her things in order, luggage-wise. Nightly visit... that took her mind back to Dumitra's calm face as she had told that the thieving woman was 'not in their staff anymore'. Somehow Lily managed to become friends with strange people, and Dumitra was one of the very strange ones; a not fully changed vampire.
"Why the frown, Lily?"
Billy's voice, so suddenly and so close, made Lily jump from her seat and bump into Isabelle Jenkins. "Oh, Isabelle, I'm so terribly sorry!"
The young woman just laughed and said that nothing had happened. Lily, red in her face, sat down again. "You should not approach me so silently," she scolded Billy, while she hated herself for not hearing him come.
Billy smiled. "I am truly sorry. Next time I shall whistle, would that be better?"
Lily gave him her best displeased look. "One whistles at a dog, Mr. Masterson."
Billy's smile faded away quickly as he was put in his place by her words. "My sincerest apologies, Lily. Honestly. I just wanted to know why you sat here frowning. Can I get you a cup of tea to make good for my mistake?"
Tea would be wonderful, and soon she sat with a steaming cup. Billy asked her again why she had been frowning. She explained how her head was still spinning over the murder and everything around it.
"Lily," he said while gently taking her hand that did not hold the hot tea, "you really should put that out of your head. It happened, and it was indeed an ugly event, but we are on the way home now. Which is the reason I came to you in the first place. I have sent a few letters out for carriages, but I am not certain if there is room for everyone. If necessary, would you be willing to wait here in the airship, with me and Selma, until there is a carriage available?"
Lily wondered what she should do. Answer his question? Let him hold her hand? Slap him for taking her hand? Enjoy the sincerity in his face and the honesty in his presence? Her hand trembled a little as she put down the teacup. Now she was facing these problems as well! "No. I mean yes. I mean, I'll wait if there are not enough carriages." She looked at her hand in his hand.
"Oh..."
Lily did not miss the slight hint of disappointment in his voice as he slowly let her hand slip from his fingers. Silently she picked up the teacup again and quickly took a sip, hoping her cheeks would hide behind the cup. She knew they were red again.
-=-=-
The airship touched down on the snow-covered field from where they had left. To everyone's relief there were plenty of carriages. Billy and the airship's crew worked dilligently to unload the luggage, making certain that everyone was handed back their proper possessions. Billy joined Lily in the carriage that would take her home. He insisted on helping her with her luggage, and she could not find it in herself to tell him no. It would not have been beneficial to keeping her cover up either. Most of the way they were silent, occupied with their own thoughts. Only when the carriage turned into the street where Lily lived, Billy noticed that the street was mostly clear of snow. "Maybe we've seen the worst of the winter now," he said.
"I hope so," Lily responded. The silence had been nice but they needed to shatter it now the journey was coming to an end.
The carriage came to a halt. Billy hopped out of the carriage. Lily envied him, she wanted to do that too, but her wide skirts and heavy coat prevented that; her keeping up appearances added to that annoyance. She let him help her as she left the warmth of the coach and went to open the door as Billy and the driver unloaded her suitcases.
"Mind me asking, miss, but what you have in here?" the driver asked as he hauled the case with Lily's Masked Woman outfit to the doorstep.
"A gun, and a whip, and big boots," Lily told him truthfully, "and also a sword and a lot of knives."
The driver almost dropped the case for laughter. "You really have a sense o' humour, miss!" He then carefully placed the heavy suitcase in the door opening, on the rug Lily had laid down for it. Billy had already taken the one with her clothes into the house and put it on the floor in the hall following Lily's directions.
"Will you be all right with everything like this?" Billy asked as he stepped over the case near the door. Lily nodded and thanked him and the carriage driver for their assistance. "You're more than welcome, Lily." Billy hesitated for a moment, then took off a glove and held out his hand. Lily hesitated also. Then she too pulled off her glove and put her hand in his. As he lifted her hand and kissed it ever so lightly, she could slap herself.
"Have a nice day, Billy," she said instead, "and give my regards to your uncle and your aunt."
"Most certainly," the young man said, holding her hand longer than was necessary. Then he smiled and turned to walk to the carriage.
Lily closed the door and leaned against it, her eyes closed. "Lily Marin, what's gotten into you?" she asked herself. "You are not falling in love, do you hear me? What if he finds out about the abomination that you really are?" But despite her self-punishment, a little voice in the back of her head told her that perhaps it wasn't all that bad, and she could not make it stop talking. The only thing she could do to ignore it was to build a fire in the living room, as the house had gotten very cold over these last days. With the fire doing its best to chase the cold out, Lily walked to the case holding her Masked Woman outfit. She lifted it up with ease. Then, for a moment, she was compelled to throw the thing through the hall, through the living room, through a window and out of her life - but that would not undo what had been done to her. She'd never get rid of her alter ego, that part of her that shared her body, no matter how far away she would throw the suitcase.
Lily couldn't wait for night to come. She wanted to be the Masked Woman again, who went out to pick some miscreants off the street, and visit Dr. Calgori. In the meantime she would unpack her luggage...
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