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“We
all know you are the best person to deal with peculiar things,”
Mrs. Kate Sheppard smiled at the younger woman standing before her,
“And quite frankly what has been going on is most peculiar
indeed.”

Though she was
asking for help from Eliza D Braun, Field Agent in the South
Pacific Branch of the Ministry of Peculiar Occurrences her tone was
warm and friendly. However, even though they had known each other
for a long time, more than a quarter of Eliza’s life, she still did
not feel entirely comfortable around the older woman. Hero worship
would do that to pretty much anyone who entertained it. Even more
so, when that very same heroine is was one that Eliza hoped could
be her mother-in-law given time.

So the younger
woman had tried to shake it off many times, but it stubbornly clung
to her psyche. Mrs. Sheppard was everything the Agent strove to be:
brave, kind and gentile. The first Eliza had easily mastered, the
second she managed on occasion, but the third often eluded her.

Kate sat on a
walnut parlour chair upholstered in emerald green in the sunshine,
her fine white-blond hair fairly gleaming, and her hands folded on
her lap. At her side, a small doily-covered table held a steaming
teapot, two cups, and a selection of little biscuits. Mrs.
Sheppard’s posture was erect and firm. She could have taught it in
a finishing school.

A more
graceful example of Victorian womanhood could not have been found,
and yet Eliza was aware that many in New Zealand thought of her as
the most dangerous person in the country. She peddled radical
ideas, would not be silenced, and encouraged others to rally around
her. In other words, she was the pre-eminent suffragist in the
nation.

Eliza was both
fascinated and terrified of her. Though she worked for the
Ministry, she was still a suffragist, and proud to wear the white
camellia.

She cleared
her throat. “I’m glad to be off assistance, Mrs. Sheppard. However
I hope Douglas told you I am the most junior field agent in the
Ministry. I should caution that I might find nothing at all.”

The
suffragist’s remarkable blue eyes fixed on the young woman,
examining her with the intensity of a hawk. “You’ve shown a lot of
promise, Eliza, and my son has nothing but good things to say about
you—not to mention you are one of the few female agents in the
Ministry. All that makes you rather special.”

“I try, Mrs. Sheppard,” Eliza murmured, not quite sure what to
do with this unexpected compliment.

“Since we are to be working together you need to stop calling
me that. I insist you call me Kate.” She turned and began to pour
the tea from the blue and white pot. “Milk? Sugar?”

“Both please.” Eliza was grateful of the moment this little
ritual afforded her, since she was not quite sure how to broach the
next subject. So she did what she always did, ploughed
forward.

As she took
the cup from Kate, she ventured her real concern. “The trouble is
that the Ministry has had no cases from Dunedin in the last six
months. So I couldn’t really tell them what I am doing here. I had
to make up some excuse about a sick aunt.”

Kate’s lips
twitched. “I am happy to play that role if it means you can help
the movement.” She leaned forward. “You see, the reason is that it
hasn’t been passed to the Ministry, is because all the men do not
find it peculiar at all.”

The tea really
was a most excellent Darjeeling. Eliza took another long sip before
replying. “Then I have an advantage over them. Please tell me what
has been going on?”

“The men call it women coming to their senses.” Kate stirred
her second cup of tea, concentrating deeply on doing so; the
annoyance her voice gave away was consequently slight. “I am sure
you know we have had a tradition of many strong and stalwart
supporters in this town. The women of Dunedin have in fact
weathered many attacks by that cad Henry Smith Fish.”

“I had heard he was starting his own petition against the
female franchise.”

“Yes, by herding up drunken men while they are in the public
houses.” Kate’s smile was sharp. “Everyone saw right through that
tactic though, and I am afraid the new names people invented for
him were rather…cutting.”

Eliza had
heard that too, and smiled right along with her hero. “‘The talking
fish’, ‘flapping fish head’ and ‘fish out of water’? It is all
really too easy with his last name.”

Kate tiled her
head. “Yes, well despite all that humour, Mr. Fish is a dreadful
opponent, and we were all keeping an eye on him. What we were not
expecting was our own ladies to turn on us.”

“Pardon?” Eliza froze in place. She was well acquainted with
the ladies of the suffrage movement, and the idea that they would
abandon that cause was unbelievable. She would have almost expected
Mr. Fish to wear the white camellia before that would
happen.

“I am afraid so.” Kate stared down into her cup. “Our strongest
supporters, those with the most influence and money, have begun
wearing the red camellia.” She picked her own white flower from her
buttonhole and glanced at it. “Even Miss Burgess, who is nearly
seventy and has been committed to the cause her whole life. Even
she has changed coat, and will no longer receive my
calls.”

It was
impossible to know what to say, so instead Eliza got to her feet.
“She will not however refuse a visit from a government official! I
shall see to this at once.”

The older
woman rose too. “Thank you, Eliza. I am dreadfully busy with
getting the petition to parliament, but this has been worrying me.
I really can’t understand it at all.”

The agent
dipped her eyes away, her heart swelling with the opportunity to
shine before Douglas and his mother. “Leave it with me,” she
paused, “Kate.”

The suffragist
saw her to the front door. “Mabel is an old lady, Eliza. If you can
find out why without using any of your more…extreme methods that
would be best.”

Eliza gave her
a crooked smile. “I promise not to blow anything up, just to prove
a point.”

The suffragist
laughed as she held the door open. “I know you will do your
best—but I shall not expect miracles.”

 

*****

 

The house of
Miss Mabel Burgess was far more impressive than that of Mrs.
Sheppard. It towered on top of the hill, looking down the valley at
less fortunate and deserving houses. Miss Burgess had apparently
been born to money as well as the suffrage movement. Quite the
potent combination!

Eliza rang the
doorbell, was admitted, and dropped her calling card onto the tray
offered to her by a rather elderly maidservant.

She was shown
into the library while the card was delivered, and only had to wait
a few moments before the maid returned at quite a lively pace. She
was then ushered into the receiving parlour of Miss Burgess.

Eliza had
never had the honour of meeting such a prominent and wealthy member
of the movement. For some reason it was as if they thought she
couldn’t be trusted to behave around such ladies. On consideration,
it probably because of an incident with the Mayoress of Palmerston
North—but that woman was certainly no lady. However today was
different. Today Eliza was on her best behaviour.

Miss Burgess
sat in a sea of lace and faded beauty on a rose coloured chaise
longue. Her smile was so soft and kindly that it was hard to
imagine she had any bitterness towards her lot in life. Money would
do that—make up for a lot of difficulties. Yet, Eliza had heard the
stories. She knew that in her time Miss Burgess had been a powerful
and committed suffragist. She’d broken windows, and even flown an
ornithopter to the top of the Houses of Parliament in Westminster,
to hang a gaily coloured pennant from the rooftops. It had proudly
proclaimed, ‘Same life, same rights!’

Now that she
was supposedly in her dotage, she had been no less ardent in New
Zealand—doing her bit and flummoxing men.

Yet, three
weeks ago she had withdrawn her considerable personal and financial
support from the movement, stopped replying to missives from the
Council and shut herself away. She rose to greet Eliza and smiled
endearingly. “Miss Braun, is it? I hear you are working for the
Ministry of Public Health…my goodness what a job for a lady!”

Eliza could
not have been more surprised if Miss Burgess had jumped up and done
the can-can on her sideboard. Kate was right—there was something
seriously wrong here.

Still, she
managed to not let any of her shock show on her face. Instead, she
took the offered seat and tried to imagine herself into a role in
which the prime danger was from paper-cuts. Flicking open her
leather case, Eliza rummaged through it and pulled out a piece that
she had only typed up this morning.

“Miss Burgess,” she put on her most stern voice, borrowed from
her mother, “I have come to enquire as to your contact with Mr.
Henry Smith Fish.”

“Pardon?” the old lady looked positively white at questioning
before even one cup of tea had been drunk. “How did
you—”

“Find out you had entertained him?” Eliza smiled, glad that her
hunch had paid off. In Dunedin if there was anything
anti-suffragist going on, Mr. Fish was at the bottom of it. She
fixed the lady of the house with a steely gaze, and quite wished
she had found a pair of spectacles to peer over. “This is a small
town you know, and people do talk?”

“But why would the Ministry of Public Health be interested in…”
Miss Burgess paused, and then clenched her fingers around the arm
of her chair. “Oh my…” she breathed, and then shook her head. “No,
I can’t possibly think that of Mr. Fish.” The elderly lady was
being far too kind—Fish was known throughout the town as quite the
reprobate.

Eliza was
smiling on the inside. She didn’t care a jot if Henry Smith Fish’s
reputation was sullied—besides in its current state that was rather
unlikely. “Well, I can’t really say, Miss Burgess—but I need to
know the details of his visit. It puzzles me you see, since you
used to be such an ardent suffragist that you would let him cross
your threshold.”

Her host
folded her hands on her lap. “Yes, I used to be. I recall not being
entirely happy when he turned up on my doorstep.” She frowned. “But
I eventually called for tea and listened to him. He was quite
pleasant talking about a purchase he had made for his wife.”

“That was all you talked about?” Eliza frowned, her hands
tightening on the fake piece of paper. “Not about your interest in
the suffrage movement?”

Miss Burgess’
head jerked upright. “Why on earth would we talk about
that?” Her lip actually curled. “No, he had a tinker make
this very strange, but rather beautiful bracelet for Edna.”

That Henry
Smith Fish, renowned cad and dilettante should have done any such
thing, let alone made a point of showing it to Miss Burgess of all
people, set Eliza’s instincts buzzing. “If you don’t mind me
asking, what did this bracelet look like?”

The old lady’s
eyes seemed to cloud over. “It was quite lovely; all brass
surrounding these stunning cobalt blue pieces of glass. It was
quite strange, but Mr. Fish put it on his own wrist to show me
better how it glowed. There was even this very strange noise…”

Eliza
swallowed hard. The Ministry had been wondering what happened to
the circlet of Delilah. The pieces of the shattered enamelled
diadem had been on loan to the British museum from the Ministry
Archives simply because the circlet had been so broken that its
manipulative powers had been ended. It seemed Mr Fish had found a
way to use a bit of modern technology to get them back.

Looking into
the clouded eyes of Miss Burgess, Eliza knew what she had to do,
and it involved slugging Mr Henry Smith Fish in the jaw before he
could turn it on her. It was now of the utmost importance.

 

*****

 

“He wasn’t home?” Douglas, Kate’s son, and the love of Eliza’s
life stood by the chugging loco-motor and stared down at her in
bemusement. “Are you telling me, that my little pepperpot can’t
find her man?” He grinned at her, and Eliza felt her ire
rising.

As much as she
loved Douglas, sometimes he could be a little
condescending—especially when it came to her work. “I didn’t just
go to his house, Douglas—I scoured all of bloody Dunedin! For such
a blowhard he’s lying very low.”

“Well, we can’t be concerned about that little weasel now.”
Kate Sheppard appeared on the doorstep, pulling on her driving
gloves, and with a pair of goggles hanging from around her neck.
She was dressed warmly, because even in Spring in an open topped
vehicle would be chilly. “We have to get the petition to Wellington
by Monday, before parliament is dismissed for the season. Mr. John
Hall has to present it before they close the doors. If he does not
then the next parliament is guaranteed to be only more toxic to the
cause.”

The chugging
of the loco-motor hardly seemed reassuring. Eliza glanced at it.
“Then why are you not taking an airship? You could be there
tomorrow morning instead of all this fuss and bother…”

Kate slipped
her goggles over her eyes and adjusted them, “Because, my dear
girl, both commercial fleets are owned by men unhappy with what we
are trying to do. Simply put, they have informed all their offices
not to sell tickets to us. We may even have a kind of wanted poster
out. Very American. So it is this or Shanks’ pony.”

The Agent did
some quick calculations. With two nights in hand they should be
able to reach Picton and the ferry on Saturday night, and the
capital by Sunday.

“And it’s just the two of you?” Eliza didn’t mean to sound
dismissive, but Kate and Douglas Sheppard did not seem like a lot
to protect the petition, which had taken nearly a year to assemble
and would be impossible to replace in time should anything befall
it.

Douglas
flicked open the lid of the trunk already strapped to the back of
the loco. “Don’t worry, she’s in good hands.”

Eliza peered
in and got a real thrill to see the huge roll of paper tucked in
the case. Thousands upon thousands of woman’s signatures were all
in there, demanding the same rights as the men of the country for
themselves. It was more than a year’s work, and the voice of an
unheard majority.

“I was up rather late last night pasting the final pages
together,” Kate whispered over her shoulder, before stepping up
into the driving seat of the loco-motor. “I think it will be far
more impressive to have John unfurl it across the floor of the
debating chamber.” Legions of women in all their different
districts had worked long and hard to get these signatures, and
then sent all the pages to Kate—Monday would see the culmination of
their bravery and determination.

The idea of it
unfurling before all those flabbergasted men was quite
monumental—yet Eliza knew in the pit of her stomach that Henry
Smith Fish had not suddenly disappeared by coincidence. If this
petition reached Wellington then he would have failed.

Her mind was
thus made up. She spun around. “I want to be there to see that, and
I want to make sure it gets there.” The weight of her ponamu
handled pistols in the small of her back, under her jacket made her
feel a little more comfortable.

Douglas took
her hands in his. “I am not sure that is appropriate, Eliza, since
we are not yet married—“

“Stuff and nonsense,” Kate interrupted. “I can think of no
better guardian of the petition than Miss Eliza D Braun—and I shall
do my best to protect her innocence from you, Douglas.” She wagged
her finger at him with a grin, before holding out her hand to
Eliza. “Climb up my dear.”

The Agent
smiled right back at her, before taking her place behind the
Sheppards. Kate took a deep breath, as though just about to fling
herself off an extremely tall cliff, then shoved the levers
forward, and they were off. Eliza could only hope that they were
leaving Mr. Henry Smith Fish behind them in a cloud of steam.

 

*****

 

They reached
Oamaru late on the first day, having thankfully seen very little
traffic on the road. Mind you, with the state of it, Eliza was not
surprised. Most sensible people took airships these days—and for
good reason. She felt as though all her teeth had been in danger of
being shaken loose.

At about ten
o’clock in the evening they all climbed down, with sore muscles and
aching ears, and entered the Valiant Hotel. Light beamed from every
window, and a kindly landlady who had kept some bread and cheese
for their supper waited on them.

First though,
Douglas took charge of the dragging the trunk upstairs to his
mother’s room. Eliza had to order a room of her own, since she
didn’t dare share one with Douglas in front of Kate. She was
brave—but she wasn’t quite that brave.

The journey
had definitely exhausted all of them, and with promises of an early
start, they headed to their separate accommodations to rest as best
they could.

Eliza took a
bath in her room, soaking out the aches with a healthy dosing of
Epson Salts in the water, but with her pistols nonetheless in close
proximity. Loco-motors might be new, exciting and speedy, but one
thing were not was comfortable. Damn those rich bastards preventing
them taking an airship north.

She dare not
soak too long, and far too quickly she got out, dried herself off,
and slipped into some clothes Kate had loaned her for the trip.
They were of a similar size and height, so it wasn’t as
inconvenient as it could have been.

However
getting dressed seemed to take the last of Eliza’s energy, and as
she sat on her bed, and despite her best efforts, the warmth of the
bath and the exhaustion of travel caught up with her. Eliza’s eyes
drooped and for a brief moment she dreamed of derry doings, fire,
and a man with hazel eyes.

Luckily, she
was a very light sleeper. One little bang on her door—more of a
scrape than a knock—and Eliza was bolt upright her bed, her pistols
in her hands. Carefully, she padded to the door and listened.

Someone was
moving outside, footsteps going away from her door and towards
Kate. The agent’s hand slipped into her pocket. There she found the
aural-defenders.

Something that
the delightful Miss Burgess mentioned had stirred Eliza to caution,
and she’d been careful to take one item in particular from the
Ministry’s agent issued devices.

It was not the
first time she or her counterparts had been forced to face mind
manipulation devices in their line of work, so the clankertons had
come up with some damn fine counter measures—unfortunately there
was only one kind that were anywhere near portable to stick in your
pocket. She slipped them over the top of her ear and tightened the
clamp to hold them in place. They mimicked the shape of the human
ear, but were heavy, and dampened her own natural hearing. However
they were also only defence against mind control—which she
suspected Fish had. After flicking the tiny lever behind her ear,
she could immediately hear the whirring of the clockwork, and a
faint grinding sound like a music box run amok. It was distracting,
but then it was meant to be.

Then, cocking
her gun, she levered open her door, and immediately had to step
over Douglas. Her training held, so that she didn’t panic.

He was
crumpled on the floor, his face pressed to the worn carpet, his
eyes closed. Eliza felt for a pulse and was damn relieved to find
one. He was down, but not dead. Unfortunately she had no time to
stop and revive him.

Kate and the
petition were in peril, so it was up to the junior agent to help
them. Abandoning stealth, she ran towards the suffragist’s room.
The door was swinging slightly. The lock had been kicked in and
broken in the frame. Eliza darted a look around the jamb.

“You can come in, Miss Braun,” Henry Smith Fish shouted. “Come
in and let’s talk.”

Her glance had
told her one thing, Kate was being held in a choke-hold and very
close to the cad—any kind of subtly was done with. Smith was behind
Kate, one arm around her throat, as they stood backed against the
window. Eliza’s eyes darted to the trunk that was pulled out from
under the bed, and only feet away from the man who hated it so.

Eliza kept her
pistols down, yet did not give them up entirely and stepped into
the room. “So let’s make a deal; you let go of Mrs. Sheppard and I
don’t shoot you in the head.” She said it in a kindly tone—but
meant every word of it.

Smith adjusted
the still struggling Kate. Mrs. Sheppard was a martial artist of no
little metal, so Smith must have caught her while she slept. So he
was living up to his reputation of being a right bastard.

Eliza
considered. The shot was a hard one, especially if he moved. “How
about instead,” he purred, “you put down the gun and then run out
into the street to wait for a carriage to run you over?”

The buzz in
the air fairly pulsed against her skin. The aural-defenders rattled
and chattered in Eliza’s ears, and thankfully she did not feel the
urge to obey him. “I don’t think so,” she hissed back.

His hateful
face twisted; horrified that she was not obeying and mystified as
to why not. After all her hair was loose and he couldn’t really see
her earlobes properly.

Fish’s hand
clenched around Kate’s throat, and the bracelet flared bright blue.
“Or I could tell the delightful Mrs. Sheppard here to stand up in
parliament on Monday and convince everyone this petition is
forged.”

The two women
shared a look. Kate was wide-eyed, horrified and frightened—no
doubt seeing all she worked for in deadly peril. Her jaw tightened,
and then she mouthed, “Shoot it!”

It was no easy
shot, but the pistols were as accurate as the agent’s aim. Eliza
nodded, raised her weapon and obeyed. It was the only thing to
do.

Her weapons
roared in the tiny room and both of her shots hit home. The brass
wiring that held the bracelet together hummed, while the second
round shattered some of the glass.

Now the sound
was pressing down on them all, like the rumble before the lightning
crashed. It seemed to have an actual physical presence.

“The petition!” Kate screamed, twisting away, even as the light
grew to blinding strength, destroying all shape and form, and
confusing the eye. Eliza had only a moment to make her decision,
and she chose to do as asked. She could not let all those women’s
efforts come to naught.

Throwing
herself forward and down, she dove across the floor, smacking into
the trunk, and sliding with it through the wardrobe door.

Behind was a
sound that resembled what she imagined a dragon’s roar might have
been like. Eliza felt the air get sucked out of her lungs and
everything rang as if they were inside a great bell. Behind her in
the bedroom proper, she heard Fish and Kate howl together.

Twisting
around, Eliza staggered upright back the way she had come, yelling
Kate’s name. The carnage she saw there said immediately that the
bracelet and Mr. Henry Fish Smith would not be bothering them. Both
were in pieces.

Kate lay a
short distance off. It looked like at the last moment she’d been
able to jerk at least partly free of her attacker—but not quite far
enough. Fitful flames were already engulfing the bed and curtains
and smoke beginning to fill the room.

Kate’s
clothing was torn, and there was blood everywhere coming from a
devastating head injury. The suffragist’s eye was gone in a bloody
mess.

Eliza’s hands
fluttered around the wound not knowing what to do. This couldn’t be
happening. Only hours before they’d been joking in the loco-motor,
and now she was kneeling in the blood of her heroine, screaming for
Douglas.

He came and
gathered up his mother, and then everyone was evacuating the hotel.
Eliza only had enough sense in her to take the travelling case
containing the petition with her. Nothing else seemed to
matter.

 

******

 

 

“You’ll be glad to know Mrs. Sheppard made it through the
night. “ The goliath of a man standing on the other side of the oak
desk did not sound like he was very pleased. His name was King
Dick, and never had a man been better named. He looked powerful, he
sounded powerful, and as Prime Minister of New Zealand he was.
Luckily for Miss Braun, he was not the Minister in charge of the
Ministry of Peculiar Occurrences.

Eliza found
she didn’t have the energy to respond as she should have. She had
changed her clothes, but hadn’t had a chance to have bath since
Oamaru. Her hair still smelt of smoke and blood.

A government
airship had been sent to evacuate Kate to Wellington, and after
that it had been a bit of a blur. Luckily for the suffragist it
would have reflected badly to have the government leave a prominent
lady such as herself to die in a tiny town after such an event.

Douglas had
accompanied his mother to hospital, while Eliza numbly went to meet
Mr. John Hall with the petition in the trunk. She’d barely said two
sentences to him, and though he had called after her, she had no
reply to give him.

The summons by
the Prime Minister would have usually engendered at least some
nervousness, but all she could think of was Kate’s face covered in
blood.

Richard
Seddon, not used to being so ignored, cleared his throat again,
leaning over the desk. “I don’t think, Agent Braun, you realise how
much trouble you are in. Not only did you pursue a case without
permission from your superior at the Ministry of Peculiar
Occurrences, but you also killed a member of Parliament, and caused
a fire in a boarding establishment!”

She knew what
he wasn’t going to say was the real reason he was so angry with her
was that she had succeeded in getting the petition to Wellington,
and that come Monday morning he would have to deal with that in
parliament. King Dick was not known for his appreciation of Kate
Sheppard’s efforts.

“Even more unfortunately,” Seddon said easing himself into his
chair, while Eliza remained standing, “I can do nothing about it,
since the Ministry of Peculiar Occurrences is directed from London
and not from New Zealand.” He grunted at that, again making his
opinion known without a word.

At that
moment, Eliza didn’t care. She loved what she did, but she could
not shake the recollection of Douglas’ face as he followed the
stretcher into the hospital. She knew what he had to be thinking.
Eliza had said she would protect them, and now his mother hovered
on the brink of death. Her job, which he had always seen as a silly
fancy, had suddenly become much more serious.

The Prime
Minister waited for a moment, for some reaction. When there was
none, he slammed his fist on the desk. Eliza did jump at that.

“Damnit woman, I can’t get you demoted, but there is one thing
I can do. You have to leave immediately!”

“Pardon?” She shook her head as if emerging from a London
fog.

King Dick
grinned, with an expression that would have looked better on a
crocodile. “You have to leave, and by Jove, I’ll do everything to
make sure you never set foot in this country again. We don’t need
your sort of feminine derry doing here.”

“But...” Eliza was wondering if this nightmare was never going
to end, “This is my home!”

“Not anymore.” He pulled a sheef of papers in front of him.
“You’re being reassigned to the London office of the Ministry. And
if you ever come back to our fair shores, Miss Eliza D Braun, you
will be arrested as a public menace, the murderer of Mr. Henry
Smith Fish, and arsonist of the Valiant Hotel.”

She had never
pleaded for anything in her life, but suddenly she understood how
much she loved New Zealand—just as it was about to be snatched
away. “Please, sir,” she gasped out. “My family are here, the man I
love—I can’t leave forever. I just can’t!”

His look was
as cold as an Antarctic winter. “Then don’t. Spend your time in a
prison here for the rest of your life.”

The grim
reality began to settle over her. She had won, but she had lost.
She could not disgrace her family, Douglas or the Ministry. It had
to be London then.

However she
was not going to leave without getting a last word in. Now it was
her turn to lean over the desk. “I’ll go then—but I hope one day
Richard Seddon, you learn how painful it is to lose all you
love—including your country! Think of me when that day comes!”

With that she
turned on her heel and marched out of the Prime Minister’s office.
She would go and find Douglas, and send word to her family what had
happened. It was going to be hard indeed to be parted from them and
him—but what other choice did she have? None. None but to be the
scapegoat for others rage.

She comforted
herself that maybe things would alter, maybe the suffragists would
change things, and it would not be men in charge forever. Maybe one
day there would be a woman in King Dick’s place.

That thought
and one other warmed her as she strode out of the parliament
buildings. Monday was not yet here, and the petition would be
presented. She would stay that long at least, book passage north
once it was over. She wanted to see the faces of all those menfolk
when Kate and the suffragists’ success was revealed.

It would make
the leaving easier—or if not, at least worthwhile.
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On the
afternoon of May the 23rd, 1878, I found myself standing
in the muggy shadow of the airship Piet Retief on the
airfield at Durban, Natal Province. The fortnight’s journey from
London to Durban by way of Cape Town had addled my mind and left my
eyes feeling as if the sands of the Kalahari herself had traversed
the width of the Dark Continent to take refuge in my ocular orbits.
Normally, I enjoy the leisurely perambulations of airship travel,
but the urgency of my mission had me straining at the traces and
wishing for the Gate Keys I had turned over to the Ministry’s
archives back in ‘72. Aethergate travel would have carved
weeks off my journey, to say nothing of being much less taxing on
the backside.

While I waited
for the porters to off-load my steamer trunk and gun case from the
airship’s hold, I surveyed the city, such as it was. The moist haze
of subtropical afternoon pressed its heavy hand on the landscape,
and even the shrill screech of a steam whistle somewhere down on
the Point seemed muffled. Adjusting the magnification on my
tele-monocle, I brought the distant harbor into clear view and
watched as an ancient side-wheeler laboured to clear the harbor, a
dark plume from her funnels drifting languidly up and across the
bay.

The sudden
occlusion of my view by a dark forest made me release the monocle
in reflex, and I stared into the yellowed eyes of the chief
porter.

“Jambo, mbwana,” he said. “You need cart to get to town,
ja?” Behind him a skinny boy regarded me with a gleam of
hope in his eyes. “My nephew has cart. Make you good deal,
mbwana.”

“I say, that won’t be necessary,” I told them, “but if some one
could show me the way to the Royal I’d be quite
grateful.”

While the
skinny boy looked disappointed, the porter himself beamed. “At
once, mbwana. My second wife’s nephew’s brother knows the
way, you bet.” He waved one brawny arm above his head and shouted
something at a group of native lads crouched in the shade of a
luggage shed. While the erstwhile cart man shuffled away, a spry
lad wearing little more than a breech cloth bounded across the
dusty field.

He skidded to
a halt beside the larger man, and they gabbled in one of the native
dialects for a moment. The boy eyed my steamer trunk with a certain
amount of dubiousness, all the while casting surreptitious glances
in my direction.

While they
negotiated, I addressed the steamer trunk in question. The boiler
had been cold for several days while in transit from the Ministry’s
offices in London. I stoked the compact furnace with a few scoops
of coal pellets from the trunk’s storage compartment, and set the
clockwork ignition to start the fire. Standing from my labours, I
found the natives had competed their business. The boy crouched in
the shade of the airship waiting for me while the muscular porter
shambled toward a sturdy looking building with the White Star logo
above the door.

“You, lad! Speak English, do you?”

“Oh, yassir, mbwana. Spick it goodly, you know it.” He
eyed the trunk while I tried to gauge his stock.

“Good lad. You know the way to the Royal? The Royal
Hotel?”

“Oh, yassir. Smith Street!” His voice piped clearly above the
subdued murmur of the town.

The trunk
began to hiss softly as the boiler gained pressure.

“Good! I’ll give you a copper to lead me there.”

“A copper, mbwana? What you get me for a copper, huh?”
He scowled at the gun case and trunk waiting on the ground. “Who
dat gonna heft dat, hey, mbwana?”

My brain had
to work a bit to unscramble his sentences but I just shook my head.
“No. Just walk. I’ll deal with this, there’s a good lad.”

I held out my
hand with a copper in it. When he reached for it, I closed my
fingers around it. “When we get there, lad.”

He shrugged
and tried to look uninterested, but the steamer had come up to
pressure. I swung the gun case up from the ground and laid it
across the top of the trunk then freed the guide tether from its
clip at the front.

“Let’s go, lad, shall we?”

“But dat trunk, mb—” his voice cut off as I tugged the
guide sharply and with a hiss of steam and a groan of gears, the
articulated legs unfolded smoothly from the bottom of the
trunk.

The boy jumped
up and started to run but stopped after only a few steps—his eyes
darting back and forth between me and the steamer. He leaned over
and tried to look up under the base, but there was nothing really
to see and in a few moments his face broke into a broad smile.

I waved my
hand for him to go on and we set off across the hard pan; him in
the lead, me next in line, and my steamer on its guide lead
stepping along smartly behind with a rhythmic hiss-click-stamp,
hiss-click-stamp, hiss-click-stamp, hiss-click-stamp. In a few
minutes our strange parade marched along the side of broad Smith
Street in Durban proper and up to the front of the Royal Hotel.

I flipped the
copper to the boy as we stopped in front of the hotel. He raced off
back toward the airship landing field and I went in search of my
room and my local contact, Agent Randall Morrison.

I found
Morrison in the bar at the Royal, dressed shamefully for a loyal
subject in a sweat stained bush shirt and short, baggy trousers.
When I entered the bar he looked up from his drink and staggered
over to greet me, pumping my hand effusively. “Durham, old man! I
didn’t expect you until the twenty-third!”

“It is the twenty-third, Morrison.” I eyed his
dishabille.

Morrison drew
himself up to his full height. “Dash it all, you say! It can’t be!
Why just yesterday...” He paused, a frown creasing his brow and he
brought up one rough paw and figured something on his fingers. He
blinked several times and repeated the movements before looking
back at me. “By gads, so it its!” His expression brightened. “And
here you are!”

I sighed.
“Indeed.”

“Well, come along, come along,” he said, and drew me to the
bar.

The
dark-skinned barman offered a welcoming smile and asked, “What can
I get for you, sir?”

“Would it be possible to get a cup of tea?”

“Of course, sir, this is the Royal. Do you have a
preference?”

“A spot of assam, if you have it.”

“Of course, sir.”

Morrison
returned to his stool and took a long pull from the glass awaiting
him. He winked over the rim. “Gin,” he said when he finally
surfaced. “Mix it with the quinine and it rather cuts the taste.
Quite useful in the ‘Fly,’ don’t cha know.”

“The Fly?”

“Yes, tse-tse fly country. Dreadful little blighters. Trust me,
Durham. Malaria is nothing to fool about with. Gin is your
friend.”

The barman
returned with my tea in a proper china pot and delicate cup and
saucer. “Milk or sugar, sir?”

“None, thanks.”

He smiled and
left the pot, moving down the bar.

I took a seat
and poured a cup. Just the aroma calmed my nerves and the sip went
a long way toward restoring my equilibrium. “Morrison, I need to
get into the bush as soon as possible. Tomorrow morning if
possible.”

“Not done, old man. Simply not.” He shook his head even as he
dipped into his gin again.

“Why not?”

“Logistics, man, logistics. We’ll need porters, supplies,
ammunition, at the very least.” He turned bleary eyes in my
direction.

“Where we heading?”

“We?” I asked, somewhat taken aback by the notion that I’d be
saddled with this unfortunate before me.

He snorted a
short laugh. “Unless you’ve taken up Swahili since I saw you last,
old man, you’re going to need me to deal with the locals.”

I looked over
to where the barman stacked glasses on the back bar.

Morrison saw
me and gave a high-pitched titter. “Hardly the locals you’ll be
dealing with.” He took another pull from his glass and looked a
trifle less inebriated than he had moments before. “You still
haven’t answered. Where we heading?”

“Rorke’s Drift first. After that, it depends on where the trail
leads.”

“Zululand, then, eh?” He drained his glass and snapped it back
onto the bar. “Not a good place to be these days, is
it?”

I sipped my
tea and thought about how much I could tell him. “My brief
mentioned some difficulties, but we shouldn’t be too close to
those.”

“If you’re going across the Buffalo, you’re going too close,
old man.” He turned his head and looked out of the tall windows
into Smith Street. “Too close by half, I say,” he said without
looking back at me. “Two days. Day after tomorrow.
Dawn.”

“I’ll be ready.” I finished the tea and placed the cup back
onto the saucer.

He sighed and
turned to face me once more. “What are looking for? Animal?
Vegetable? Mineral?” He regarded me from under his eyebrows.

“Animal,” I said. “A man, actually.”

“And you think this fella is lurking about Rorke’s Drift?” He
sat up.

“No, but he was last seen near there. We need to find him. The
Director is concerned that he may be here to cause trouble with the
natives.”

Morrison
snorted. “I think that trouble with the natives, as you so blithely
call it, is inevitable.”

“Be that as it may, Morrison, I need to get out there and find
him.”

“Who is this fella? Some rogue gone native from the garrison?
What can possibly entertain the M—err—Director’s attention,
eh?”

“A native. Somebody named InDuna Lumbwi.”

A crash from
the back of the bar startled me. When I jerked to look, the
bartender stooped down and started sweeping the loose shards of
glass into a pile. “Sorry to disturb you, sir. It slipped...”

I turned back
to Morrison, and he no longer appeared inebriated at all. His look
had turned dark and his brow furrowed. His eyes darted to the
barman and back in small, furtive blinks. When he spoke his voice
was barely louder than a whisper. “InDuna is a title, not a name,
and if I were you, I’d not mention the other until we’re well out
in the bush.”

“What the devil?” I started.

He shot me a
look that quelled my voice, if not my curiosity. “Day after
tomorrow. Dawn. You’ve got money for bearers?”

I nodded
once.

“Good. I’ll find us the bearers and a guide or two.” He shot me
another dark look. “Get some sleep. You’re going to need
it.”

 


******

 


 


Three days out
of Durban found us deep in the bush on the trail to Rorke’s Drift,
a ford on the Buffalo River in north-eastern Natal Province.

“I say, Durham,” Morrison said as we settled into camp for the
night. “What’s so important about this blasted amulet anyway? This
amulet of whozy-whatis?”

“Amulet of Amenartas,” I said. I shrugged and gazed into the
fire. “You know what the Ministry’s briefs are like. Long on the
what and lacking on the why, eh?”

He barked a
bitter sounding laugh. “Oh, too true, that. And often short on the
real what, what?” He laughed at his own joke. “Do you know anythin’
about it, old boy? What it looks like? How will we know it if we
manage to find it?”

“According to the Ministry’s Archivist it’s a linked collection
of blue stones. The earliest reports come from some inscriptions
found in the sandstone in the Kalahari.”

“Deuced little to go on. Are we to chase every will-o-the-wisp
then?” He took a pull from his drink. “Something must have happened
to send us dancing into the bush on the Director’s strings, eh? Any
idea what it was?”

“It’s the Zulus. Cetshwayo’s been acting up and Her Majesty is
concerned.”

He snorted
most disrespectfully.

I ignored his
rudeness toward the crown. “In February, the Ministry received a
report that a hunter spotted this InDuna Lumbwi at Rorke’s Drift,
and he was wearing a necklace of glowing blue stones.”

“Hunters,” Morrison scoffed. “They get out in the bush and see
all sorts of things. What makes this one so special?”

“He died shortly after making the report.” I paused. “Along
with all fifty-two of his bearers and guides.”

Morrison
turned a sour look in my direction. “How is this related to
Lumbwi?”

“Apparently Lumbwi and a pair of natives killed them
all.”

He blinked in
confusion. “A pair? How in the blazes?”

I toasted him
with my cup. “That’s what the Ministry would like to know. And
there is one more thing...” I hesitated for a moment, wondering how
to phrase it.

Morrison
waited for me to go on.

“This Lumbwi has been popping up all over Southern Africa and
where ever he shows, there’s trouble.”

“The same could be said for us, old boy.”

“The first reports on record are from a London Missionary
Society mission to Lunda Province. They reported a brute of a
native who came in out of the Kalahari one day wearing a necklace
of blue stones. He even sat for a portrait.”

Morrison
snickered. “A portrait? What? Bonington travelling with
missionaries now, is he? Come to sketch the landscape and dashed
off a quick sketch, did he?”

Reaching into
an inner pocket I pulled out a small square of paper and handed it
to him.

Morrison
scowled in consternation but took the paper. He tilted it toward
the fire to get a good look at the face of our quarry.

“That’s a magento-static copy of the missionary’s original
sketch from the Ministry’s archives.”

He studied it
for a few moments and then glanced back at me. “Supposed to be our
man, is he?”

I shrugged.
“Supposed to be.”

“That’s quite a scar?” Morrison said, looking at a distinctive
pucker of flesh along the man’s jaw line. “That should help if we
need to pick him out of a crowd.”

“That necklace he’s wearing?” I pointed to the distinctive
pattern of stone and thong the artist had rendered. “That’s the
Amulet of Amenartas and it’s supposed to have glowed, even in the
light of day.”

Morrison
offered the sketch back, and I slipped it carefully back into my
inner pocket. “So? I still don’t get it. Why’s this blighter so
interestin’ to the Ministry. What’s the interest in a big-boned
brute with some glowin’ trinkets?”

“Shortly after this missionary left the village, Lumbwi
slaughtered every living inhabitant down to the
livestock.”

“Alone?” Morrison seemed impressed.

“Three warriors helped him.”

Morrison sat
back in his seat. “Well, with three warriors against an unarmed
village? That seems hardly note worthy, old boy?”

“In the winter of ‘98,” I said.

Startled,
Morrison held up his hand and counted on his fingers before looking
over at me, astonishment on his face. “But that’s...”

I nodded.

“Are they sure it’s the same man?”

“Of course not. How could it be?” I gazed into the fire for a
long moment. “Still, if it is and this Lumbwi and his amulet were
to join forces with Cetshwayo and his Zulus now? What deviltry
could they concoct?”

Morrison’s
lips pressed together in a thin line and I could see him
contemplating the catalogue of catastrophes such an alliance might
produce.

Six weeks
later, I was ready to pack it in. We followed rumours and stories
from Rorke’s Drift deep into the Transvaal almost to the headwaters
of the Limpopo, across into Swaziland and back, crisscrossing the
bush from settlement to kraal, village to fort, and back again. I
could not dislodge the suspicion that our bearers laughed behind
their fires in the night at our endless meandering.

I had even
been forced to abandon my steamer trunk. The ubiquitous mud and
dirt clogged the delicate machinery of the articulated legs. Filthy
water fouled the boiler’s tubes until it could barely eke out
enough steam to support itself. In the end I ran out of coal
pellets and was reduced to distributing my goods to native bearers
while Morrison, damn his eyes, snickered at me. I left it beside
the trail somewhere in the Transvaal like a blown mount. It was
simply too heavy to carry.

I found it
embarrassing.

“How long will you keep this up, old boy?” Morrison asked as we
settled in after another long and fruitless day’s tramp through the
scorch and the dust.

I eyed the
diminished level of stores. We had reduced what had seemed like a
vast pile requiring the services of thirty-five bearers to a state
where I worried that we might soon be reduced to eating only game
and drinking a foul decoction of the local redbush. We had paid off
twenty of the bearers at Ngwenya and the fifteen remaining were
sufficient and more.

When I did not
respond, he spat into the fire. “It’s a big country. What did you
think? You’d come out here and knock on a few doors? ‘Excuse me,
sir or madam? Have you seen this man?’ It’s a needle in a haystack
I tell you.”

Out in the
bush, the scratching call of a hunting cat echoed in the night.

Still, I had
no answer. Morrison had the right of it and, while I feared that
his motive for pressing me on the subject had more to do with his
dwindling supply of gin than the futility of the search, I had to
admit to myself that his argument had merit.

“How far to the next kraal?” I asked.

Morrison sat
up straight and called something across the camp to our guide.

“Kesho, mbwana, kesho mchana,” he said.

“Tomorrow afternoon,” Morrison said, looking back at me. “Then
what?”

I sighed and
threw a small stick onto the fire. “If there’s nothing there, we’ll
head back to Durban and send a wire for further instructions.”

“Buck up, old man,” Morrison said. “You can’t follow a trail
that doesn’t exist.”

A hyena
laughed in the distance but the sound cut off at the barking cough
of a lion.

There seemed
nothing else to say, and I took to my cot to try to sleep. Failure
felt bitter in my mouth and I wondered if the tang of the gin kept
Morrison from tasting it.

The following
afternoon, our luck changed.

Our guide,
M’Polo, led the way across a brush-studded plain. I kept the
Enfield-Monser in my hands, ready to fire should the need arise.
The heavy loads would stop anything up to and including a bull
elephant but with the limited visibility in the bush, I feared we
might stumble on trouble without much warning. Morrison eyed me
with some amusement and kept his ancient four-bore on the sling. As
the day wore on and the sun beat down, the rifle grew heavier.

“I say, Morrison, why do you bother with that ancient stick?” I
asked, making conversation to help pass the time.

“What, then? This?” he asked, placing his hand on the barrel.
“You think I should be tugging about one of those?” He jerked his
chin at my Enfield-Monser.

“You’re authorised, aren’t you?” I asked. I patted the stock.
“Latest thing out of Sheffield, don’t you know.”

“Bah!” he spat. “I’ll take my Birmingham iron over those fancy
doo-dads out here in the bush.”

“What? Enfield-Monser? Finest British steel? Compressed air
powered gyro slugs to spin the shell?” I shook my head in dismay.
“This throws almost twice the weight as that four-bore and has only
half the recoil, old boy!”

He sniffed.
“And what do you do if the shell punctures, eh? Answer me that? And
where do you get your bloody fancy gyro-slugs out here in the bush,
that’s what I wanna know. Can you answer me that?” He shook his
head and patted the barrel of his gun again. “No, I’ll take simple
over some clankerton’s toy. At least I know this will work.

I scoffed.
“That’s nothing more than a shoulder mounted cannon.”

“Indeed, it is and you’ll be grateful for it one of these days,
mark my words.”

He turned away
from me and marched ahead, effectively cutting off further
conversation. I frowned and sighed. Morrison was one of ours, but
it seemed to me that he had a lot to learn about the proper respect
for crown, country, and fine, modern weapons.

We were still
some distance out when I heard the bearers behind us muttering.
Usually they said little while on the march, hoisting their burdens
in the morning and moving almost silently through the bush all day.
I looked back to see what caused the commotion and saw several of
them looking ahead, up into the shocking blue firmament.

“Vultures,” Morrison said. “Something’s dead.”

I did not see
them at first, the brilliant sun dazzle my eyes but, adjusting the
magnification on my tele-monocle, I caught the movements of
hundreds of broad wings against the sky.

“A lot of somethings by the look,” Morrison added.

The smell hit
us from half a league away. The noise of feeding scavengers
squabbling over the remains cut off sharply as we approached the
kraal’s outer fence and Morrison fired a few rounds from his
ancient Tranter through the gate into the nearest flock of
vultures. Those too heavy to fly scuttled off between the huts
while those that could left streaky, gray souvenirs as they took
wing.

Scattered
among the wattle and daub domes, the bodies of the inhabitants lay
dismembered and scattered about. I could see dead cattle in the
inner kraal, bodies already bloating in the heat.

Being a good
Englishman, I did my best not to retch. I had been on the
battlefield and seen the gory results of grapeshot. The torn body
of a child was nearly my undoing.

Morrison spat
onto the red dust. “They won’t be telling much,” he said.

He turned to
the guide. Morrison spoke earnestly and at some length while the
guide merely shook his head, the whites of his eyes prominent in
his distress. He kept repeating, “Namba, namba, mbwana.” and
“Ulamali, ulamali.”

Finally,
Morrison stopped badgering the man and blew out a breath before
saying something else and waving his hand around to encompass the
village.

The guide
frowned but nodded. “Ndiyo, mbwana,” he said before turning
away and shouting for one of the other bearers to join him.
Together they disappeared around the outer perimeter of the krall,
their eyes scanning the rust coloured ground.

“I say, what was that about, Morrison?”

“M’Polo there is unhappy about the bodies. Black magic, he
says. He won’t go into the village.”

“What do you think?” I asked, turning back to look at the
braver vultures peeking around the edge of a nearby hut. I heard
the squawking from the far side of the village where the birds had
already returned to their horrid feast out of view.

“I don’t know what to think.” Morrison looked at me, his
bloodshot eyes looking suddenly a decade older. “I’m afraid you may
have found your inDuna.”

“That’s mad! Why would—”

“Mbwana! Mbwana!” The shout carried over the rising din
of feasting vultures. “Mtu maisha!”

Surprise
flashed across Morrison’s face. “Somebody’s alive!” He turned and
jogged off toward the shout.

We found a
youth half under a thorn-bush. M’Polo held him while the bearer
waved a stick to keep the buzzards at bay.

Morrison knelt
beside the boy and they had a quiet conversation. I looked away
scanning the bush for movement. When I looked back, Morrison was
closing the boy’s eyes with two fingers.

I looked again
and realized that the youth was not half under the bush after all.
Part of his lower body was missing, and the dark shadows under the
bush had nothing to do with the sun.

Morrison stood
and blew out a great breath. “Alright, then.” He looked at me as if
it were somehow my fault before turning to M’Polo. After a short
conversation, the two natives continued their circuit around the
rude compound and we headed back to the gate.

“Did he tell you what happened?” I asked as we approached the
waiting bearers.

“Yes.” His garrulous manner gone, his stride took on purpose as
we closed on the bearers. He pointed and shouted. After a few
minutes the porters stacked our goods under an acacia and began
pulling shovels and picks from the kit.

It took us the
rest of the afternoon to bury them all—or at least the pieces we
could find.

The grisly
chore completed, we moved upwind half a league or so to camp for
the night. Filthy, tired, and smelling of death, none of us had
much appetite but built roaring fires against the dark anyway. I
went through the motions as the sun set, making a pot of tea and
cursing as I emptied the next to last tin of Assam’s finest. Much
longer and I’d be reduced to the native redbush—or cadging
Morrison’s gin. I tossed the empty tin aside.

“What’d he say?” I asked, settling into the camp chair to wait
for the pot to finish steeping. “The boy.”

Morrison
splashed some gin into a tin cup and swallowed a dollop before
answering. “Yesterday a small band of travellers visited the
village; three warriors and a great man—an inDuna with a scar along
his jaw. The elder son welcomed them, gave them sorghum beer, and
after a visit with the chief, they moved on. The inDuna wore a
necklace of blue stones that shone, even in the light of day, he
said. Last night they came back. He was out looking for a lost
calf. He came back when he heard the screaming.” Morrison paused
and took another swig from his cup. “They caught him. The inDuna
ripped his leg off and the four of them took it with them off into
the bush.”

I could feel
myself staring at him.

Morrison
shrugged. “That’s what he said.”



“Lumbwi?” I asked.

He shrugged
again.

We stared into
the fire until the quarter moon rose in the east.

“I say, what’s that, then?” Morrison asked breaking the
silence.

“What?” I looked up at him and saw him staring out into the
night. I turned to follow his gaze and felt the hairs rise on the
nape of my neck.

In the
distance, perhaps a half mile or so away, through some trick of
bramble and bush, I saw a tiny, blue light bobbing against the
blackness of night. My tele-monocle gave me few clues, the
movements of the light and trembling in my muscles making it
difficult to focus.

Our fire had
burned down to coals, and the bearers had all curled up in their
bedrolls, one lone lookout keeping a small fire flickering in their
pit. I looked back and the light still danced in the darkness.

Morrison stood
and drained the last of his gin. He crossed to where his four-bore
rested against the tent tree and looked a me; a vicious and
humourless smile on his face. “I think we should take a little
walk, don’t you, old man?”

Something in
the night, in the grinding weeks of being in the bush, in the
horror of the day drove me from my seat. I found myself strapping
on the heavy Merwin and Hulbert side arm and checking the
Enfield-Monser’s bulky cartridges. I pulled the delicate-starlight
amplifying goggles from their case and fitted them onto my head.
There was no need for the helmet in the darkness. Somehow I knew
the dirty business would be over long before dawn broached the
eastern horizon and hammered us on the anvil of morning. In the
distance I could still see the tiny blue light, a brilliant spark
against a blackness turned gray and shadowy in the light of the
stars and faint moon.

We were mad to
strike off into the bush in the dark, just the two of us. Yet we
did it. Something in the night air drew us onward. The starlight
goggles gave more than enough light for me to avoid the worst of
the brush, rocks, and pitfalls. We raced across the baked earth,
the faint scuffing of Morrison’s soles an irregular whisper against
the night breeze through the sparse and thorny undergrowth. My own
footfalls sounded only faintly louder and in less time than I
expected we closed on a clearing in the brush and dropped to the
ground to reconnoitre.

Ahead of us a
huge, black man danced an odd, stamping rhythm around the dying
coals of a fire. He wore only a breech-clout and the necklace of
blue stones. On the far side of the clearing two Zulu warriors sat
back to back, shields and assegais beside them on the ground. From
their positions, they seemed to be asleep, or at least nodding. The
goggles revealed the clearing in full detail, even down to the
shadowed boundary beyond the fire, although I needed to take care
not to look too closely at the glowing embers for fear the
amplified brilliance would dazzle me. Someone was missing.

“I thought the boy said three warriors,” I said, my voice a
bare breath against my lips.

In the corner
of my eye, I saw Morrison nod and scan slowly across the clearing,
looking for the missing warrior. He did not have to look far. I
felt, rather than heard, a heavy footfall and rolled to my right
just as the warrior drove his spear into the ground where I had
lain hidden. His great shout echoed in the darkness.

“That’s torn it,” I muttered and I heard Morrison grunt in
response as the warrior pulled back for a second strike.

I managed to
clear my side arm and a lucky shot caught the looming Zulu in the
chest, throwing him backwards. The explosion and muzzle flash
stunned the night and I shook the starlight goggles off my face,
half dazzled by the brilliance. When I looked back to the clearing,
I saw the two remaining warriors sprinting in our direction—shields
up, assegais with wicked points gleaming in the firelight.

With mere
seconds to spare, I brought the Merwin and Hulbert around, firing
two rounds at each of the charging Zulus. The range was short and
luck was on my side that night because, even in the darkness and
brush, my shots struck home and in moments both of them lay
sprawled, blood leeching into the dry ground.

I glanced over
to Morrison and saw he had his four-bore up and levelled in an
infantry hold, his face nestled against the stock and both eyes
open, facing into the clearing.

Lumbwi stood
on the far side of the fire. His fists clenched and his face
screwed into a fierce frown. His visage seemed animated by
something not quite human—something vile and hungry. I recognised
that face with a shock. It was the same one that the missionary
sketched. The scar across his jaw gleamed smoothly in the dull
light of the fire. He stood as if rooted and a weird power seemed
to emanate from him. On his chest the blue amulet flared in a
double pulse that looked like heartbeats, growing brighter with
each beat, and Lumbwi glowed with the eerie energy. Slowly he
raised one hand, palm out and started to chant.

The four-bore
all but deafened me when Morrison fired. The heavy lead slug took
Lumbwi’s head in a flash of fire and a plume of brilliant powder
smoke. One instant his baleful glare threatened to rend a hole in
the night and the next, his heart’s blood spurted from the ruined
arteries of his neck. The blue pulses on his chest slowed, the
brilliance weakened, and the body collapsed, knees folding to plant
themselves in the reddened earth before the torso fell backwards in
an impossible sprawl.

I looked to
Morrison who seemed as stunned by the action as I, but in a moment
he was up and racing across the clearing, the heavy gun held before
him like a spear. I staggered to my feet and cleared the action on
the Enfield-Monser, making sure that the weapon had not fouled in
the dirt and looking around the darkness to see if we had attracted
any unwanted notice.

I walked
across the packed clearing and checked the bodies. I found three
pairs of staring eyes, saw no breath to animate their chests. I
kicked their assegais out into the bush, just to be sure and then
turned to the fire and Morrison who leaned over the corpse of the
man we believed to be Lumbwi.

In the fire, I
saw what looked like a log on a spit over the coals until my mind
managed to put the pieces together properly and I realized we had
found the boy’s missing leg. I closed my eyes and rubbed a hand
across my face. It was not my first time in the Dark Continent, but
at that moment, I fervently prayed it would be my last.

When I opened
my eyes again, Morrison had retrieved the necklace from the corpse.
He held it up to the fire to get a look at it and grunted. “Not
sapphires,” he said at last. “I don’t know what they are.”

He
straightened up and held the necklace by its rough leather band.
The stones which had glowed so brilliantly before only reflected
the ruddy light of the coals. Whatever had enlivened the stones had
left as soon as Lumbwi’s life spurted away and soaked into the
dust.

A feeling of
sickness washed over me. Not the post action nausea that afflicted
some in the field, but rather a sinking dread of what was to come.
It was as if I knew what was happening but stood powerless to stop
it. Morrison held the amulet close to his face, peering into the
stones, and before I could speak, slipped it over his head.

He grunted as
if struck as the heavy amulet fell to his chest and lay over his
heart. He looked down at it. An expression of horror turned to
elation as the stone began to glow, faintly at first but stronger
with each beat of his heart. He looked at me across the fire pit
for a moment and then back at the amulet glowing on his chest.

“That’s enough, Morrison. Take it off!” I said. My dry mouth
could barely form the words and what I intended as a shout came out
a dull croak.

He looked at
me then, and cupped his hand as if to protect the amulet from my
gaze. He lowered himself into a defensive crouch. Something dark
and wild showed in his eyes. “No.” The word was a whip crack in the
silence

“Morrison, take it off before it’s too late.” I could barely
get spit enough to coat my tongue and I knew even as I spoke that
it was already too late. Whatever foul animus inhabited the amulet
already claimed him.

Across the
clearing the glow continued to grow. With each beat of his heart it
flashed brighter and brighter. His eyes never left my face even as
I saw his hand move slowly toward the Tranter on his hip. “It’s
mine. You’ll have to kill me to take it from me.”

His low
menacing growl carried tones I had never heard from another human
being. Yet something in his voice, some memory of the Morrison I
knew from the weeks on the trail flashed across his visage before
the horrid, feral expression returned.

The
Enfield-Monser barked in my hands. The off-centre recoil spun me to
me knees, and the weapon jerked almost free. The heavy slug drove
into Morrison’s chest, throwing him backwards, arms up as if in
surrender, a heavy pool soaking the ground around him as I
watched.

On his chest,
the amulet grew quiescent again, darkening within seconds to dull
stone once more.

I knelt there
holding myself, braced on the barrel of my rifle until my legs felt
strong enough to support me. I stood, crossed to the body and noted
the sad smile on his face, eyes closed as if in sleep. The amulet
lay in a pool of ruined flesh and blood, and a desire seized me, a
need to pull the evil thing off my companion, to free him of its
fell clutch for good.

I started to
reach for it but stopped and used the barrel of my rifle to snake
the necklace off his body and over his head, standing with it
dangling from the bore like some stone-laced ouroborous. Not
knowing what else to do, I turned back toward our camp and made my
way gingerly through the acacia and aloes. I don’t know how long I
walked, Enfield-Monser held out in front of me with the evil
addition swinging with each step. Each step it called to me. Each
step it held my gaze transfixed, unable to pull away from the
danger, yet unwilling to embrace the darkness it offered.

And offer, it
did. It promised me power. It sang songs of strength. It held out
immortality. It tempted me with all those things and more in a
language I could not explain through Divine reason. With each and
every step it offered, it begged, it cajoled.

God help me, I
wanted it.

The only thing
that kept me from taking it was the memory of that look on
Morrison’s face just before I killed him. Whatever the offer,
Morrison knew the truth in that moment and he sacrificed himself to
save me.

When I got
back to camp, I spotted the empty tea tin and lowered the necklace
into it, latching the lid down firmly. I could hear it still, but
tucked away in the metal case, it slowly weakened until I was able
to rise and stoke up the fire. Looking across at the bearers, I saw
all of them awake and looking at me, eyes glowing in the darkness,
round in fear and shock. “Kesho,” I said. “Kesho
Durban.”

They looked at
each other nervously for a few moments and then settled with some
uneasy mutterings.

As for me, I
stayed up all night, staring at the tea tin.

The trek back
to Durban and the airship voyage to London were a blur. I kept the
tin with its vile cargo in a knapsack that never left my side. For
what seemed like months, I heard the amulet’s call. I fought the
siren song as it grew weaker and weaker. Deprived of blood,
deprived of will, the animus within slowly faded until at last it
grew silent somewhere over the cold waters of the Atlantic. I knew
it was not dead, merely waiting.

Finally I
placed it in the hands of the Ministry’s Archivist and reported to
the Director’s office wherein I related the entire story, sparing
myself nothing in the telling. I felt some trepidation in baring my
soul to such a degree to this new Director. Doctor Sound had taken
over only recently, and I had few occasions to meet with him before
that fateful day. I could not be sure how he might react so such a
wild and violent story. Still, duty is a harsh mistress at times,
and I braced myself for whatever might befall me.

When it was
over, Doctor Sound stared at me, unmoving for what seemed like
several minutes, the only sound a tinny thirp-tock,
thrip-tock from the clock on his desk. Finally, without saying
a word he reached into a drawer in his desk and pulled out a heavy
tumbler and a dark bottle. He poured two fingers into the tumbler
and slid it across his wide desk with a nod.

As I took it
up, he pressed a buzzer and his secretary entered, note-taker at
the ready.

“Mayhew, please strike Agent Randall Morrison from the rolls.”
He frowned at me from under lowered brows as Mayhew made a
notation.

“Of course, sir.” Mayhew replied. “What shall I say is cause of
death, sir?”

Doctor Sound
spun in his chair and looked out over the smoke clouded skyline of
London. “Death by misadventure, Mayhew. Mark him killed by
Zulus.”
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The Ministry’s
Cable & Telegraph Officer’s heels clacked a sharp staccato
against the hardwood floors as he walked down the aisle between the
two rows of leather-topped desks. 

“This just in over the wire, sir.”

Agent Simon
Boswell looked up from his work to see the CTO hand the telegraph
to Agent—Simon checked his notes—Brandon Hill. 

Hill’s eyes
scanned over the transmission. “Another haunting? No thank you.” He
leaned back in his chair to the desk behind him, slapping the
parchment down in front of the large, leathery man. “Come along,
Campbell, there’s a good chap. You take it.” 

“I’m up to my arse in casework, give it to the greenie.” Agent
Bruce Campbell spoke. Simon didn’t have to look in his notebook for
that name. Unfortunately, he was hard to forget. 

“Capital idea, Campbell. Nice way to break him in. Might as
well get used to them,” Hill said tossing the paper onto Simon’s
desk. “Boswell, your first real case. All on your own. A haunting
up in Islington, Chantry Street.”

“Another haunting?” a woman’s voice asked. “Imagine the
odds.”

Another name
he didn’t have to look up. Eliza D. Braun had just entered the room
and all went quiet. Recently transferred from the New Zealand
office, she’d been at the main office here in London for just a few
months. Not used to seeing a woman agent around the office, every
man watched her move, including Simon.

“Gidday, Lizzy! Looking rather scrumptious t’day.”

“Keep dreaming, Campbell.”

“You certainly invade my dreams quite often, Braun. You miss
home, love? I can certainly take you back ‘down under’.”

Quite appalled
at this exchange, Simon said, “That is certainly no way to talk to
a lady, sir.”

“Braun! A lady? You’re no lady, are you Braun?”

But she was a
lady, through and through. Even in trousers. Simon had difficulty
seeing a woman as beautiful as Agent Braun in trousers. The curve
of her thigh just as it met her hip under the holster sent
Boswell’s mind to where it should not go. Not for a gentleman, and
not towards a colleague.

Simon stood
up, fists clenched, and faced Campbell across the aisle. “If you
were of the gentry, which you clearly are not, I would call you
out, sir!”

Campbell rose
from his chair, casually taking off his coat. “Well, well. Liza has
herself a champion straight out of the Royal Ornithopter Corps.
Ain’t that quaint.” He over-pronounced the final “t,” spittle
flying out from between his chapped lips. “This will be quick, but
fun.”

Braun,
stepping between them, turned to Simon and said, “Just do as I do,
Simon —ignore him, and he’ll go away. If it wasn’t another bloody
haunting, I’d take it myself; but unfortunately, Harrison and I are
wrapping up a case with this blasted paperwork. Can’t wait to be
back out in the field. Later today, I hope.” She slapped the
holster on her hip and shot a warning glance back at Campbell, who
had been inching closer to her from behind. “Count yourself lucky,
Simon. You don’t have to stay in here with him,” she said, patting
his shoulder before continuing on to her desk. “By the way, I am
perfectly capable of taking care of myself.”

Simon
swallowed hard, but before the blood got back to his brain, she was
already back at her desk, talking with Harrison. Lucky man to be
partnered with a woman like her. 

“You heard the lady, Boswell. Off you go!”

Simon clenched
his jaw and took a deep breath, regaining control. “Shouldn’t I
wait for Townsend?”

“They partnered you with Townsend?” Campbell barked laughter,
showing shocking white teeth against his too-tanned, smug face. He
had settled back at his desk as if nothing had gone between them.
“I think you can handle this one on your own, mate. It is only a
haunting, after all. They’re mostly stuff and nonsense. Near
eighty-five percent, I’d wager. Off you go, greenie.”

“Stop by Axelrod’s office to gear up,” Hill advised.

Within the
hour, Simon arrived at the house in question. He had reviewed the
case file on the hansom ride over. Mrs. Florence Honeywood: widow,
twenty-seven years old, lived alone. Notified the Yard, but they
dismissed her as mental, of course. Fortunately, the Ministry of
Peculiar Occurrences had an informant at Scotland Yard who picked
up strange cases for them. The peelers wouldn’t know what to do
with a ghost anyway; best for all concerned. 

He ascended
the stone steps to the large wooden door. Before he knocked, he put
Mrs. Honeywood’s file back in his attaché case, set it down beside
him, and looked around at the neighboring homes, all connected with
a long brick façade extending the length of the block. To the
right, he caught sight of a woman dressed in deep purple peering
out her window, but as soon as their eyes locked, she snatched the
curtains closed. 

Straightening
his waistcoat and smoothing his lapels, he reassured himself, “You
can do this, Simon. You have been on far more challenging missions
than this. Just follow your training. Everything will go fine.”

After a deep
breath, he knocked. His knuckles hit dense wood creating a
strangely hollow sound, like rapping on the lid of a coffin. A
moment later, the door swung open. He parted his lips to introduce
himself, but his larynx choked off his words before a sound could
escape.

The woman on
the other side was a vision, dressed all in black from her chin to
past her wrists and ankles. The dress’s ruffle at her throat cupped
her angelic face sweetly. A large red stone adorned the center of
her black velvet choker. Her black hair was pulled back properly,
and two tiny rubies dripped off her earlobes. Delicate hands peeked
out from beneath more black lace, and a gold band encircled her
ring finger.  Her eyes, wide and bright green, did not blink
as she looked at him inquisitively.

He cleared his
throat and tried again but discovered that he had forgotten how to
speak. He never had had time for love. Correction: he had never
made time for love, not with his mother’s illness, then training
and serving as an officer in the Royal Ornithopter Corps. He had
seen what his father had done to his mother, deceived her, leaving
her broken. She had lived the rest of her days in a strange
madness, driven insane by her shattered heart. He could not stomach
the thought of her in Bedlam, so he had cared for her, vowing never
to let love do that to him. After she passed, he chose to stay away
from women and focus on his military career. When the Ministry had
plucked him from the ROCs ranks, he had met Agent Braun. Since that
day, his thoughts often went to where they should not. Eliza was a
fine agent, a fine woman, but this lady standing before him
made even Eliza Braun appear ordinary. He had never beheld such
beauty. 

“Yes?” the woman said after a moment. 

Simon woke
from his daze and snatched his black bowler from his head. Clamped
in white-knuckled fists, he held it to his chest and bowed to her.
“Agent Simon R. Boswell at your service, madam.”

“I beg your pardon, sir? Whom do you represent?”

“I represent Her Majesty’s interests,” was all he was permitted
to say to civilians. “You reported a haunting, ma’am?”

“Oh yes, forgive my rudeness. Do come in.” 

“Thank you.” After picking up his attaché case, Simon stepped
inside, careful to keep his eyes anywhere but on her, silently
chiding himself for being such a school boy. After all, he had gone
through extensive training to be an officer for the ROC, then an
agent for the Ministry, and such thoughts are not becoming. “Get a
hold of yourself, man,” he mumbled to himself as Mrs. Honeywood
closed the door.

Tucking the
bowler under his arm, he set his case down, then pulled his
notebook out of his breast pocket, looking around the house. “Do
tell me the nature of your haunting, Mrs. Honeywood.”

“Well, as I told the police, it happens mostly at night. I’m
here alone, Agent Boswell, and I have not slept well in months. I
am quite weary of this torment, and I do wish it to
end.”

“Of course, ma’am. The Ministry will do all it can. What types
of disturbances at night?”

“Strange sounds. Thumping in the walls. Furniture moving
around. I can hear it, Agent Boswell. I can hear him speaking to
me.”

“Him?” Simon asked, looking at her for the first time since
entering. As any good military man, he could compartmentalise if he
focused hard enough. He would just have to put his feelings aside
for this investigation. It was improper, after all.

“Yes. My husband. He talks to me as if he is still here.
Whispers things.”

“Indeed.” Simon finished taking his preliminary notes and put
the notebook back in his pocket.

“I must sound mad, don’t I?”

That made him
look up from his notebook. He gave Mrs. Honeywood a pleasant smile.
“Tosh. The Ministry specializes in such matters, so please, do
continue. Spare no details.”

Her brow
furrowed. “You specialise in this? How many hauntings have you
investigated, Agent Boswell?”

Simon closed
his notebook. “Would you be so kind as to show me around, Mrs.
Honeywood? To get a general sense of the place. You can tell me
more about your situation as we go, shall we?”

He looked
around for a place to hang his hat and decided to set it atop the
polished wood bannister. 

“How very rude of me, Agent Boswell. Please, allow me to take
that for you. And your attaché case?”

As he offered
her his bowler, her cold hand brushed his, causing goose-pimples to
climb up his arm, across his torso, and downward. Clearing his
throat and regaining focus, he again averted his eyes from her and
opened his case, removing the Spectral Gaussmeter and Thermal
Imager before handing her the case, careful not to touch her hand
this time. Must minimize the distractions.

“This way,” Mrs. Honeywood said, leading Simon up the
stairs. 

As he climbed,
he strapped the Spectral Gaussmeter to his left wrist and pulled
the thermal imaging goggles over his head, propping them up on his
forehead. 

“Tell me more about your experiences, Mrs. Honeywood. You lost
your husband, your children?”

“Yes.”

The catch in
her throat did not go unnoticed. “Forgive my bluntness, ma’am. It
must be a painful subject for you, but it is essential that I
understand your situation.”

“Of course, Agent Boswell. Anything you need.” Her soft voice
floated into Simon’s ears and settled in his heart. This poor woman
had known so much pain, losing her husband and two children. Simon
wanted to help her ease her torment. Judging from her inky dress,
she was still in mourning over two years later. “It started after a
dig in Africa. My husband was an archaeologist, you see. Finest in
his field, some would say.”

She led him
down the hallway and into a room lit by a single gaslamp on the
bedside table. It could have been his mother’s room, everything
draped in rosy tones and lace. 

“Here are where most of the disturbances happen. Like I said,
mostly at night.”

Simon pulled
the goggles over his eyes and scanned the room while she continued
with her story. No hot spots. Nothing lingering in the still
air.

“Upon return from Africa, he was...different. Before, he had
been such a kind man, but after, his moods were often surly. He
drank Scotch by the bottle, rarely had touched the poison before.
And he was cruel. To me and the children. We became afraid of him,
but that wasn’t the worst of it. He must have brought some disease
back because he just started withering away. Quite literally, Agent
Boswell. And the children caught it as well. They went first, of
course, being so small. But my Howard did not last much longer. The
doctors, once they saw him, wouldn’t even treat him. Too afraid of
contagion, you see.”

Simon adjusted
the goggles’ side gears, tuning the lenses for maximum sensitivity,
and scanned the room again before lifting them off his eyes.
“There’s nothing here now.” He looked down as the gaussmeter on his
arm and walked around the room slowly, but it also showed no
reading. “No. Nothing. Anywhere else?”

“Here is where he whispers to me. All night. Every night. He
whispers dreadful things to me. Horrible, improper things, Agent
Boswell. Not befitting a gentleman. Not even to his
wife.”

“I regret that you must endure such things, Mrs.
Honeywood.”

“Yes. So do I. Down the other end of the hallway that was the
children’s room. I hear them playing sometimes. At first I thought
it was my imagination, just a mother’s grief playing tricks, you
see. But it is quite more than that.” She wrapped her hand around
his wrist. Her hold was gentle, yet desperate. “You do believe me,
don’t you Agent Boswell?”

Her chill
receded the longer he held him. He wanted to pull her close,
reassure her that he would make it right. There was no evidence,
but the conviction in her voice—and now her touch—was very
real.

Simon remained
the consummate professional. “Let’s have a look in the children’s
room.”

It was must be
just as they had left it. Two miniature beds. A ragdoll on one and
a wooden top on the other. Only the daylight coming through a small
window lit the dark room. He turned back to Mrs. Honeywood and saw
her wipe a tear away with a white, lace-trimmed
handkerchief. 

“They would not even let me bury my children properly, in a
churchyard. We had--I had to bury them in the garden. Howard was
too weak, which left me to dig their graves. I had to dig my own
children’s graves, Agent Boswell!”

“Dear lady, what horrors you have known. Have you no other
family? Why did you remain here?”

“There was no where else to go. My family was my whole world,
you see. And I buried each of them alone. Just out there.” She
pointed to the window. 

Simon peered
out into the grey day and down to the garden below. He could
distinctly make out three mounds: one longer than the other two. He
forgot himself as the images pelted his mind: this lovely woman
with a shovel by moonlight, wailing to the darkness in her agony.
Now she lived here alone, trapped forever in this
nightmare. 

“Anything here?” Mrs. Honeywood asked.

Agent Boswell
cleared his throat and pulled the goggles down to hide his own
tears. He scanned the room but saw nothing. 

“Anything?” she asked again.

He was just
about to make his apologies, telling her they would try again after
sunset, when she normally heard the sounds. When he turned to her,
he saw two figures: her petite frame and a larger one behind
her, arms outstretched toward her throat. Stumbling backward, Simon
lost his balance and fell onto the little girl’s bed, upsetting the
rag doll.

He jerked off
the goggles. Only the lady remained.

“Is everything all right, Agent Boswell?”

“Just there,” he said, pointing. “There was something just
there. Did you feel anything, Mrs. Honeywood? Any chill or a cold
rush of air?”

“Cold? Yes. All day, every day. I cannot ever get warm, not
since that horrible night. I always feel cold.”

Simon wanted
nothing more than to protect this sweet lady from these horrors,
horrors that he now knew were present. He moved toward her and
said, “We must leave this house immediately.” But before he could
reach her, the hair on the back of his neck stood on end and the
horrid stench of death itself filled the room. Mrs. Honeywood was
flung backward into the hallway, as if someone was dragging her
from the waist. She screamed and the door slammed between them.

“Simon!” she shrieked.

“Florence! I’m coming!” Simon turned the knob and pulled with
all his might, but the door wouldn’t budge. Crashing sounds came
from the hallway with more cries from the lady. Then, just as
suddenly as it started, silence. He flung the door open and found
Mrs. Honeywood sitting against the wall, hugging herself and
weeping. Running to her, he gathered her up in his arms and held
her close. Her thin body seemed to disappear in the protection of
his embrace.

“I have all the evidence I need,” he said as he moved her to
the stairs. Her shivering frame trembled against his chest as he
led her down the stairs toward the front door. “Now, I must insist
we—” but as he reached for the brass knob, she pulled
away. 

“No! I cannot go out there!”

“Florence, it’s not safe here.”

“No!” she cried and ran into the adjacent parlour. Simon
followed. 

There she sat
on the davenport, head in hands, silently sobbing. His heart
swelled for her. This poor lady who had experienced such torment
for so long. That she hadn’t gone mad was testament to her
strength, but perhaps her strength was now spent. Though clearly,
the haunting was not part of her madness. He sat next to her and
cradled her against him, telling her it would be all right if they
could just leave here. That he would return with others and they
would perform an exorcism. 

She looked up
at him with hope in her eyes. “In truth, sir? Do you think I could
leave this place behind?”

“Yes, dear lady. I shan’t abandon you in this. You will be
cared for, if you will let me.” After all, he had some experience
in care-taking, and this lady needed him. 

The corners of
her mouth turned up into a slight smile that filled Simon’s heart
with joy. She licked her full lips and reached for him.

He closed his
mouth over hers, tasting her soft lips. The desire he had buried
for the last decade raged inside him. Cupping her cold face in his
hands, he deepened the kiss, losing himself in her until a
thunderous crash shocked them apart.

Behind her,
the walls oozed blood, staining the flowered wallpaper
crimson. Paintings, which had hung on the walls, were now
scattered about the floor, surrounded by their broken frames, their
eyes looking at Simon. Only at Simon. The furniture, other
than the davenport on which they sat, had been upset. The chairs,
the tables, in fact, all the furniture in the room was now upside
down. Even the marble bust of Aphrodite balanced on its head.

“It’s my husband! He will not stand for me in the arms of
another man, not even from the grave,” she said, pressing herself
against him. “Please don’t leave me here alone, Simon. Not now that
I’ve found you.” She took his face in to her hands, her eyes
welling with tears, and yet insistent. “You could stay here with
me, Simon. We could be happy here.”

The ruby on
her choker glowed, pulsating in time with his own heart. 

“Tell me about your necklace, Mrs. Honeywood.”

Her hand went
to the blood red stone at her throat. “This? This was the last gift
my husband gave me. He had brought it back from Africa, found on
his dig. It’s all I have left of the real him, before he became so
cruel. It’s all I have left, Simon.” Her voice so soft, the last
few words came out as a whisper. 

Simon took her
by the shoulder and looked into her bright green eyes. “Florence,
my darling. I think this stone might be binding him to this place.
You must allow me to destroy it.”

“No! It’s all I have left,” she repeated. Both her hands
covered her throat, protecting the stone. 

“Please, Florence,” he said, gently taking her hands away from
the stone. “Look around. You cannot continue to live in this way.
Let go, dear lady. Let go of the past.”

Silent tears
streamed down her pale cheeks, but she nodded, almost
imperceptibly. She unfastened the choker from the back and handed
it to Simon. He took it from her, then lifted her chin and kissed
her again. The stone warmed in his hand, and her lips, so full and
soft became hard, dry. He felt her pull away, and when he opened
his eyes he did not see his newly found beloved. The thing beside
him stared at him with gaping eye sockets and a fiendish grin.
Strings of decayed flesh hung from its cheekbones and shreds of
black lace swathed its bones. Scrambling away from the corpse, he
stumbled toward the door, but it slammed shut. He turned to the
empty room and watched Florence disintegrate into dust on the
davenport. 

A ghastly howl
molested his ears as four spectres rushed at him, two adults and
two children. Their phantoms, fleshless jaws open and working up
and down, up and down. Their bony arms outstretched. 

He ducked
beneath them, grabbed the inverted marble bust, and placed the ruby
necklace before him. The ruby smashed with a clap of thunder,
rivulets of blood kissing his cheeks. After one final shriek, all
was silent. He looked up to see the room once again set to
rights. 

The door to
the foyer creaked open. Simon did not hesitate. 

The following
day at the Ministry, he filled out his report. As events
reconstructed themselves on the parchment before him, Simon washed
away his mounting grief with shot after shot of Scotch.

Campbell’s
taunts went unheard, and Braun’s curves, unseen.
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Lachlan king turned away from the window.
"What are you doing?"

Barry Ferguson momentarily stopped tapping his
pencil against the edge of his notebook. "I am," he said, "trying
to think of a name. For me."

"A name?"

"I was wondering about The Uplifted
Boy."

Since the Ministry had brought the discredited
scientist and burglar Spring-Heeled Jack to justice last summer in
Liverpool, some of the younger staff had decided they too would
like to assume a strange identity. Lachlan thought the new craze
for discussion of these so-called 'superb heroes' was a waste of
time. Let alone the idea of employees of a secret ministry donning
costumes that would make them far more conspicuous. Perhaps that
was why they spent so much time discussing the importance of masks.
In any case, they tied up the official Ministry telegraph with
frivolous discussion. Of course Lachlan had often made use of the
telegraph for his correspondence with the members of the Trollope
enthusiast society he had helped establish at Oxford. But that
could hardly be considered the same thing.

"I shouldn't think there will be much call for
a costumed and pseudonymous stenographer," Lachlan said.

Ferguson frowned. "Well, no. But with my
contraption, I could easily-"

"Very good, Ferguson," Lachlan
said. Ferguson took no offence at being cut off. Presently he
resumed his writing.

Lachlan sighed
and watched the lights of Auckland pass by. The carriage was
stuffy, but he refused to open the window. The air here may be
sweeter than up in Russell, the so-called ‘hell-hole of the
Pacific’, but only slightly. He was wearing his best evening formal
and did not want it smelling like an open sewer. Earlier in the
evening he had been in the foyer of the opera house, waiting for
the performance of Ruddigore
by Wellington's Amateur Operatic and Dramatic
Society. Then Ferguson appeared, in brown boots and oilskin,
dripping all over the carpet.

Ferguson had come to the Ministry
in an unusual way. There had been some business with sheep in
Panmure. The farmer heard a loud explosion and ran to his field to
find his animals roasted and Ferguson sitting forlorn and
soot-stained with some kind of cannon strapped to his back. Someone
in the Ministry saw potential in the young man's dangerous
enthusiasms.

Ferguson was surprised to find
that rather than being accommodated in Mt. Eden at the Governor's
pleasure, he was offered a desk at the ministry and seventy-five
shillings a week. Though Lachlan often took issue with the lad’s
manners and dress sense, he had to admit he was a fine
stenographer.

The carriage stopped with a creak and the
horses whinnied. "That'll be us," Ferguson said and opened the
door. "After you, sir."

Lachlan stepped into the rain and made his way
to the door. Ferguson wrestled a heavy leather trunk from the
carriage and followed.

Lachlan coughed.
After several long seconds, the officer at the desk looked up from
his Herald.
"You're a long way from the opera, mate."

"And you are a long way from a competent
constable from the look of it. I am Lachlan King." The officer
appeared half asleep. "From the Ministry. This is my adjunct, Barry
Ferguson."

"The Ministry? Oh !" The officer
suddenly stood, knocking a cup of tea from his desk. "The Ministry.
Right, sir. Wilkins, sir, at your service." He offered a greasy
hand. Lachlan did not take it, but Ferguson jumped in and shook
Wilkins' hand enthusiastically.

There was a shout from the next room.
"What'cher doing out there?"

"It's Mr. King," Wilkins called. "From the
Ministry. For Rob."

"From the..." There was a crash
that sounded like further cups and cutlery hitting the floor. A
portly sergeant appeared, wiping at a spreading tea stain on his
shirt. "Ah, right. Good. The Ministry. Right." Lachlan did not
think the stain would overly affect the look of the uniform; both
shirt and trousers were covered with crumbs, egg yolk and something
that could only be rancid butter. "Sergeant Coyle, sir." Coyle
offered his hand. This too remained unshook.

"Now then," Lachlan said. "Would you care to
tell me what this is about?"

Coyle explained. A man had entered the station
at six o'clock that evening and asked to be locked in the cells. He
did not confess to any crime, nor, after some interrogation, did it
appear that one had been committed. He wished to be locked up for
his own protection. "If it was just some person off the street I
would have turned him away, but since it was old Red..."

"Hang on," Ferguson interrupted. "Red? You're
not talking about Red-eyed Rob?"

Coyle nodded. "That's him, sir. The
gambler."

Lachlan cast a quizzical eye at Ferguson, who
had turned an interesting shade of red himself. "A gambler? You
know this man?"

Ferguson rubbed his chin. "Well,
I've got the contraption to think of and generous as my salary is,
it doesn't...I don't gamble often. And when I do I win more often
than I lose."

Wilkins laughed. "Not when Red-eyed Rob's in
the game, I bet."

Ferguson studied his shoes. "No."

"Took me for five quid once, he
did," Coyle said. "The boys and me have a session every Thursday
night. You'll have to come over."

Lachlan noted the easy banter Ferguson enjoyed
with the others. Much as he hated to admit any failure, he had
always found himself uncomfortable in the presence of such common
folk. "It sounds like everyone here knows this Rob person except
me," he said. The room became quiet as the police tried to appear
more professional.

"Why is he called
Red-eye?"

Coyle smoothed the hair over his bald spot.
"Perhaps you'd better see yourself, sir."

The cells were at the end of a short hallway.
Ferguson leaned the case against the wall as Coyle produced a set
of keys on a heavy iron ring and pushed open the door. "That's
Kearny," Coyle said, referring to the very young man in a crumpled
and ill-fitting uniform who had started at the sound of the door.
"Kearny, this is Mr. King, from the Ministry."

Kearny jumped out of his seat to stand at some
form of attention. His right hand fluttered as he tried to decide
whether he should salute or not. Finally he decided on a flustered
"Good evening, sir" and a curt nod. King replied in kind wondering,
not for the first time, when police had started looking so
young.

"And that," Coyle indicated a man hunched in
the corner of the cell, "is Rob."

King immediately intuited several
things. The palms of the man's hands were clean and smooth, but the
backs were crosshatched with scars and burns. His forearms where he
had rolled up his shirtsleeves, showed a number of tattoos.
Obviously this man had once lived a rough life but lived more
comfortably now, no doubt aided in this by his apparently excellent
gambling skill. His hair was a mottled black with flecks of grey
but the remains also of sun-bleached blond. This was a man who had
spent a good part of his life at sea. Most strikingly however, was
the way his right eye glinted in the gaslight as he raised his
head. "Is that a ruby?"

Rob launched himself to his feet and slammed
against the bars of the cell. "You've got to help me, sir! They're
going to kill me!"

"Who?"

Rob laughed at a private joke. "Isn't it
obvious? The cards."

Lachlan closed his eyes and attempted to
massage away the headache starting to form at his temples. "The
cards."

Lachlan had instructed the police to leave
them with Rob and lock the door. Coyle had been reluctant at first,
but agreed on the condition that Ferguson take a spare key. Lachlan
opened the door to Rob's cell, but the man had been reluctant to
leave. The two of them sat on stools, facing each other across the
open cell doorway.

Ran spat through a barred window high in the
wall.

"It started last week," Rob said. "I was up at
Fong's place, you know?"

"I assure you," Lachlan replied,
"I do not."

"You know, Fong's. Over in
Wakefield Street. Fong?"

Ferguson looked up from the notepad in which
he had been scratching. "It's a gambling den, run by a certain
mister Fong. Fan Tan, Mahjong, Pai Gow. Poker too. Or, ah, so I've
heard."

Lachlan made another mental note.

"There were five of us around the
table. Fong was out the back. I'd been winning all night,
well—except when I threw a hand or two. I have to do that
sometimes, to keep in the game."

"I've heard of your gambling
prowess."

"I had a really good hand. I could
have stayed put but I picked up anyway. And when I turned the face
over I saw—"Rob took a hitching breath.

"I saw Armageddon."

Lachlan leaned closer.

"On the card. At
first there was nothing, just an ace, I think. Ace of clubs. Then
it was as if I somehow—fell
into the card. Mud. That's the main thing I
remember. The mud and the noise. Shouting, gunfire—there was an
explosion in the air, and all of a sudden I could see I stood in
the middle of some kind of battlefield. But this wasn't any place
I'd been before. There were men and horses, yes, but there were
other things as well. Machines. Flying machines. Once came towards
me and spat and I—"

"You what?"

Rob stared unfalteringly at Lachlan. Something
moved behind his ruby eye. "I died."

"Clearly you didn't—"

"Don't tell me what I did or
didn't do!" Rob shouted. He stood, kicking the stool away. "I died!
I was in that mud. That machine flew at me with its circles on its
wings and it shot the Gun right out of my hand and then the bullets
hit my chest and I died!"

The room was suddenly silent
except for Rob's ragged breathing. After a while he continued,
quietly, "When I woke up I was lying in a gutter in Wakefield
Street and some Chinaman had stolen my wallet."

"Ferguson," Lachlan said, "I think you'd
better go fetch the trunk."

There was a bump as Ferguson opened the door.
He emerged into the corridor to see Kearny lying on the
floor.

"How's it going in there?" asked Kearney,
rubbing a fresh, keyhole-shaped bruise above his ear.

Ferguson had enough training to keep his mouth
shut.

"Can I get you anything? Something to
eat?"

"Actually," Ferguson muttered, "I
could murder a tea." Kearny ran off in search of an unbroken cup.
Ferguson began to drag the trunk into the cell. As he did, a key
fell from his pocket and rolled into the corner.

 


* * *

 


"Aren't you hot?"

Ferguson looked up from the open chest, where
he had been carefully turning a series of knobs built in to the
lid. "Sorry sir?"

"Your coat, man. Wouldn't you rather take it
off?"

"No sir."

Lachlan shrugged. Something disturbed him
about the cut of the boy's oilskin. It seemed altogether too bulky
around the shoulders and back. He fastened the strap on his helmet
and made sure the pressure tube was correctly screwed in both to
the headpiece and the large collecting unit by the wall. The front
of the helmet was given over to a rail upon which several monocles
of various colours were attached.

"What's that?" Rob had calmed down
considerably, but he could not be considered a man at peace. His
left leg constantly jogged up and down, and he kept arms wrapped
around his torso as if he were dyspeptic.

"This," said Lachlan, flipping
down a green-glass monocle over his left eye, "is a Chronoaetheric
resonator. It should help us to determine where your peculiar
vision came from. Over your chest, if you could be so kind." He
handed Rob a large flat sheet of lead.

"What's this for?"

"That's just to make sure the agitated rays
don't cause your heart to explode."

Rob opened his mouth to say something else,
but then there was a blinding flash from the copper and rosewood
tripod Ferguson had set up behind Lachlan's back.

"All done," Lachlan chirped. Although he would
never admit it to Ferguson, he did rather enjoy the times when he
could open the trunk and deploy some of the interesting devices the
backroom boys had supplied.

Rob blinked furiously as Ferguson cranked a
handle on the collecting unit. "Here we go," Ferguson said, after
more than a minute, brandishing a sheet of glass upon which a
strange series of connecting lines had been etched.

Lachlan flipped up the green-glass
monocle and brought a blue one down in its place. Then he flipped
up the blue one and pulled down one with a sickly yellow sheen.
"Ah!”

"'Ah doesn't sound good," Rob
said.

"If you will excuse me, my colleague and I
must confer for a moment. We shall be back presently." He grabbed
Ferguson's arm, noting momentarily what seemed to be some kind of
metallic band around the boy's shoulder and pulled him to the
door.

"You can't leave me," Rob called. "They're
coming for me. The cards are going to kill me."

Lachlan poked his head back around the door.
"I assure you, sir, the cards are not coming to kill
you."

"You can't leave me," Rob
whispered to the closed door.

 


* * *

 


"Have I ever told you of my time in
India?"

"No," Ferguson replied. The
corridor was empty. No doubt Kearny was still locating
tea.

"It was thirty years ago now, my first year in
the Ministry. There is one case in particular that returns to me
often in my dreams. The Kali Death Cult."

"Sounds very rough."

"When people began to go missing
the local authorities assumed it was the work of Thuggees. By then
they were rare, but every now and then a new Thuggee group would
spring up. Unpleasant, certainly, but nothing the Ministry need
involve itself in. Then a local administrator began hearing stories
of an Englishman working deep in the heart of the Bengal jungle, a
man known to the Ministry. The most brilliant man I ever had the
misfortune of encountering. He was born Brian Williams but by that
time he went by the name of Lord Pra. He had already been banned
from the Royal Society, expelled from the Theosophical Society and
excommunicated from the Catholic Church. The Ministry had been
observing him for years with a view to employing him—until he
suddenly disappeared. Now here he was again, building a machine in
the depths of the Bengal jungle. A hungry machine. The cultists
were feeding it."

Ferguson swallowed. "What was the machine
for?"

"To conquer time."

Ferguson did not know what to say.

"Think of it," Lachlan went on.
"To understand the endless options of time yet unspent. To know
which way a coin would land before it was hit. To know in whose
heart a bullet would rest before it had even been manufactured. A
man who could know that would be a god."

"He would be a monster."

Lachlan nodded. "So the Ministry thought and
sent us in. There was no need for sneaking around as we made our
way through the jungle, nor was there any way we could approach
quietly. There were fifty of us. We were an army.

"We attacked as the sun was going down, as Pra
was feeding the latest bunch of villagers into his machine. A box
made of pure ruby, more than twenty feet on a side. A few gunshots
and the cultists ran off, but Pra kept a fighting force as well. We
outnumbered them, but they had a steam-cannon, firing solid bolts
of steel. It looked grim.

"Then we set up the Reynolds gun.

"Pra's soliders were cut down. But such was
the power of the Reynolds that we started to do real damage to that
infernal machine as well. By the time we ran out of ammunition it
was damaged beyond repair, or so we hoped, and Pra was gone. We
brought out our picks and hammers and started disassembling the
machine, piece by piece. Days passed. Finally we stood before a
mountain of ruby and broken cogs. A request was sent and soldiers
came to clear the debris. I was ordered to ensure all of it arrived
back in London for safe destruction by the Ministry. But there were
so many pieces and so many chances for things to go missing. And
worst of all, when you looked at one of the broken pieces of the
machine, you could not help thinking that just then, just before
you regarded it, it had been moving."

Ferguson nodded. "That's what you think Rob
has been using as a glass eye. A piece of Lord Pra's hungry
machine?"

"I am almost certain of it. And if that is the
case, there is nothing we can do for him. He is already
dead."

When they returned to the cell, Rob looked up
then smiled, relieved. "Thought you were someone else."

"Who?"

"Doesn't matter. I'm sorry about your
shirt."

Lachlan frowned. The non sequitur bothered
him, but he put it from his mind. He had a growing dread that there
was not much time left.

"You were a sailor, weren't you?"

Rob nodded. "Spent four years in the merchant
navy. Good way to see the world." He chuckled. "If you could handle
a knock or two."

"And that's where you lost your
eye."

"Yer. I could tell you it was during some
exciting nautical adventure, but I know you wouldn't believe me.
Got too drunk one night in Sydney and smashed my head on a
doorframe. Found an unlucky nail."

"And your new eye?"

"Got sick of wearing a patch, after a while.
Saw this in a Shanghai fleamarket. Cost me two months' pay, but I
reckon it was worth it. Became my lucky charm. Never lost a
shilling gambling after that, less it was deliberate."

"But you don't think of it as a lucky charm
any more?"

Rob looked down at the floor. "No."

"And that's not the only time you've seen your
own death, is it?"

A tear fell from Rob's good eye.

Lachlan let out a heavy sigh. Rob knew more
about what would happen next than he did. "How long?"

Rob shrugged. "Hard to tell when it's so
close. Minutes maybe, or seconds."

Lachlan was off his seat in an instant. "Get
that door locked, Ferguson. Nobody gets in or out."

Ferguson jumped up, patting
himself down to find the key. "I had it. I don't—"

The door opened. In walked Kearney, carrying a
heavy tray. "I brought you some tea," he said. Then his gaze turned
to Rob, who had backed against the wall.

"Nononono," wailed Rob.

The tray fell from Kearney's hands. Teacups
smashed on the cell floor. Kearny drew his service
revolver.

"What are you doing?" Ferguson
shouted.

Without thinking, Lachlan ran
forwards.

A single shot rang out.

When he opened his eyes, Lachlan became aware
of a number of things. The first was that Rob was slumped down, a
black hole in his forehead, his ruby eye missing and a red stain
running down the cell wall. The second was that Kearney, too was
collapsed, looking not unlike a marionette with its strings
cut.

The third thing was the rapidly spreading red
stain on his left arm.

Ferguson was shouting something, but Lachlan
could hear nothing more than the ringing in his ears. Ferguson
pointed to the ceiling, and left the room at a run. Lachlan
staggered after him, nearly colliding with Coyle and his
subordinates, who had rushed in to see what had happened. Lachlan
pushed past them, then nearly tripped on Ferguson's coat, which he
had taken off and left lying in the hallway. It was clear now why
Ferguson had been so insistent on keeping his coat on.

He was wearing the contraption.

A broad set of brass-feathered wings spread
across his back and shoulders, running down his arms. Around his
waist were longer feathers, looking like the tail of an eagle. And
strapped on his back beneath his wings, was a fat copper tube, open
at the bottom. Tendrils of smoke trailed from it as he
ran.

Lachlan suddenly tripped and went sprawling,
knocking his head against the wall as he did so. As the world
turned white around him, he thought he saw Ferguson rise up from
the street on a trail of smoke.

His last thought as he lost consciousness was
that he wouldn't have tripped if Coyle had cleaned up the
tea.

 


* * *

 


The stench made his eyes water.
"What in God's name?"

"Ah. You're back. Good."

Ferguson pulled the smelling salts away from
Lachlan's nose, stoppered the bottle and put it back in a black
bag. Lachlan was lying on the floor of Coyle's office. Ferguson had
laid a moldering pillow beneath his head. Lachlan tried to sit up
and winced at the pain in his left arm.

"It's not too bad. Just a flesh wound. I'm
afraid your shirt is ruined, sir."

Lachlan
nodded. He warned me about
that, he thought. Ferguson's coat was
hanging over the back of a chair. The adjunct was wearing a plain
white shirt.

"Where is your—"

"Still up there, I'm afraid," Ferguson said.
"I got up there with no trouble, but something failed when I was
still a good twelve feet above the roof. Gasket, I think. Took a
bit of a tumble." Lachlan noticed now that the left leg of
Ferguson's trousers was rolled up above the knee. There was a
nasty, deep looking cut there, salved with something that looked
like melted cheese. "Secret family recipe," Ferguson said. "Reckon
if it worked for the cows when they rubbed up against the barbed
wire fence at the back of Dad's farm, it should be right for
me."

"Why did you—"

"Just after the shot, Rob's eye.
It—it pulled itself out of his head and flew out the window. Heard
someone running on the roof. I was right too. Indian chap. He
didn't like it when I fell out of the sky on him. There was some
argy bargy, and I think I got a few good licks in. But then he just
up and jumped over the edge like he was stepping off the curb.
Don't know how he got away so quickly. Took me ages to climb down
again. But he dropped something."

Lachlan handed over a wooden cross. "Looks
like the kind of thing they use for puppets, you know?"

"Marionettes," Lachlan said. He
turned the device over. A series of thin brass pipes ran the length
of the device. Ruby spikes jutted out where strings would normally
be attached. "Kearney was being controlled by this. It wasn't his
fault. And that part there—" Lachlan pointed to a thin wire twisted
around a tiny ivory box. He pried it out and opened it with a
fingernail. Inside were the tiniest cogs Ferguson had ever
seen.

"I suppose you'd call it an auto levitator.
It's how the man floated the ruby out."

"Who was he?"

Lachlan shrugged. "Impossible to
say for certain. But he was after the ruby, and he knew where Rob
would be. If I were a gambling man, I'd have to say the Ministry
will be hearing from Lord Pra again and soon."

Ferguson sighed. "I didn't stop him getting
the ruby though."

"No."

The boy looked forlorn.

"You know, that contraption of yours is very
impressive. I'm sure the Ministry might be able to find a use for
it. Once you've worked all the kinks out, of course."

Ferguson beamed.

"But for God's sake, no costumes."

A muffled shouting came from down the hallway.
"What did you do to the police, Ferguson?"

Ferguson cringed. "Ah, well. When I climbed
back down from the roof it was all a bit of a muddle. They were all
in the cells, shouting and panicking. Then Kearney woke up, dazed,
and started waving his gun about I think he was simply disoriented,
but the others seemed sure he intended to murder them. I grabbed
Kearney's gun, and Kearney, and pulled him into the hallway. The
key to the cells was lying on the floor, so I just..."

"You locked them in the cells?"

"Well, sir, you were out on the floor, so I
couldn't check with you. But I figured if I put them in the cell
they wouldn't be able to leave the station and cause a panic. I
thought that once you'd woken up you'd be able to show me the
correct Ministry procedure for dealing with a situation like
this."

"You did the right thing, Ferguson. Can you
have a look and see if there's a small envelope in
there?"

Ferguson rustled through the medicine bag.
"There's something here labeled 'Amnesic Darjeeling'. Oh. Quite a
lot of warnings on the back too."

Lachlan nodded. "That's the stuff. And you're
already familiar with correct Ministry procedure on this
one."

Ferguson looked puzzled.

"Put the kettle on. We're going to take our
friends in the cells a nice cup of tea."
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