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Chapter One

"Willard?" Clara asked with great curiosity.  "Forgive me for being so forward, but are you deceased?"

The tall, balding butler stood in the hallway with Clara, the clock loudly ticking away the moments as he tried to frame his response.

Finally, Clara motioned to the parlor with its pale green walls and comfortable chairs.  "Perhaps you and I should sit down to discuss this matter."

Willard bowed and politely suggested in his low, gravelly voice, "Let me call for Nan.  I believe this is a conversation best had with all present."

Clara shook her head, bemused.  His evasion answered her question even better than a confession.  "The pieces are beginning to come together, Willard," Clara replied.  She removed her black bonnet from her bright, red hair, took off her gloves, finger-by-finger, and placed them on the carved hall table of dark wood.  "Very well.  I shall wait for you inside.  Please join me as soon as you have gathered Nan.  No disappearing on me!" she jested.

Willard seemed unsure of the best response, so he just turned on his heel and went up the walnut staircase in search of Nan.  Clara strolled slowly across the entry's black and white octagon tile and into the parlor to wait.

She looked around her home, wondering how the world could have become so completely different in just a few short days.  If it were true, if her servants were, indeed, ghosts, well... strangely it would be one of the less surprising bits of information she had received since moving into this dear little house on the square.  "So many secrets," she whispered to the house, placing her hand upon the door jam.  "So many mysteries hidden here.  If only your walls could talk."

There was a thrum of energy that raced through her hand, like the thrill of a lovely memory or the warm wash of happiness.  She could hardly imagine it was anything but her mind playing tricks on her.  Still, she patted the wall gently before going over to the couch to wait for Nan and Willard.

She decided she should be stern about their deceit.  Whether the lies of omission were about supernatural events or not, she was mistress of the house and could not have her servants, even if they were dead, telling falsehoods.

She started to laugh.  Who was she fooling?

Not three minutes went by before both servants entered the room.  Nan smoothed her gray-peppered hair nervously and straightened the apron of her uniform.  

Clara folded her hands on her lap and tried to frown.  "Well, what have you both to say for yourself?"

Willard and Nan exchanged nervous glances.  Finally, Nan broke the silence, her voice rushing out, "We were going to tell you, but the opportunity had not yet risen."

"Really?  It seems like rising from the dead is reason enough to inform me that you are deceased," Clara replied.

"Now, that was a long time ago..." Nan tried to explain.

Willard cleared his throat.  "What Nan is trying to say is that we have been here in this house for a long time.  It seemed prudent to judge your character before we confided in you."

Clara tilted her chin proudly.  "And what judgment have you made of my character?"

"A very, very good character indeed!" Nan replied.

Clara smiled, unable to keep up the facade.  "My dear Nan and Willard.  Of course you needed to ascertain my character before we could have this discussion.  But you and I are now family.  We live beneath this roof and you shall get to know me better than any living soul..." she paused.  "The pun was unintended."

"But quite appropriate," assured Willard.

"Quite," Nan added on.

"What happened?  How did it come to be that you are deceased?" Clara asked with concern, motioning to them that they should both sit.  The look upon their face indicated her request to take a chair was borderline blasphemy, but Clara remained insistent.  Such intimate conversations should be between friends, not masters and servants, she thought to herself.

"It happened so many years ago," said Willard.  His face became a blank as he thought back to that day.  "Fifteen years or so.  I looked into my mirror and saw a dark figure.  A woman or girl I believe.  And that was all.  The next day, everyone in the house behaved as if they couldn't see me."

"It was the same with me," Nan continued.  "That same figure.  That same girl, or woman...  I wish I could remember more.  The next day, the house was in an uproar, saying that there had been a grisly murder, three servants killed in cold blood, found dead upon the floor of their rooms with their throats torn out.  It was at that moment that both Willard and I realized that we did not survive."

"Perhaps I am a coward for saying this," said Willard, "but I am glad my memory stops with the face in the mirror."

"Not a coward at all," said Nan, reaching over to pat his hand bracingly.

"So just the three of you?" said Clara, thinking to the thrill she felt when she touched the walls of the house.  "You two and Wesley's older sister, Minnie?"

Willard nodded.  "Yes.  Lord Oroberg was struggling at the time and kept a small household.  We were honored to serve, but Minnie... well, she always had a more difficult time than us, very much caught between worlds, both in life and death."

"Tis true," said Nan.  "That poor, sweet child didn't even know what happened.  For someone who did not wish to be here much in the first place, she suddenly found herself trapped here with us forever.  I don't mean to speak ill of her.  She was an orphan and forced to leave her ten-year old brother in the workhouse.  She wanted nothing but to take care of him and you could see in her eyes that even though she was living here in comfort, her heart was always with him."

Clara could hardly believe this was the childhood of her confident, well-refined hero.  Her Wesley.  An orphan working in the factories in abject poverty?  To have been robbed of his parents, and then of his sister?  It was a wonder he survived.  But all she said was, "I had the pleasure of making her brother's acquaintance this weekend.  He was the man who walked me to the door.  Wesley Lowenherz."

Nan and Willard nodded at one another in approval.  "He is a fine looking lad," said Nan.  "Quite worthy of his sister's devotion.  I wish we could have said hello."

Clara stopped her.  "We have had guests at the house before," said Clara thinking of Violet Nero who had sat in the very parlor they were now all seated.  "How was it that they could see you and Mr. Lowenherz could not?"

Nan looked around the room.  "This house here on the square holds a power, Clara, a power that we may never understand.  It has gotten stronger since you came.  There were families which lived here before, but we were shadows.  There is something about you which changes things.  We knew it from the moment you crossed the threshold and were able to see us.  For the first time in fifteen years, someone could see us!  We learned while you were gone, though, that when you are not sleeping beneath this roof, we fade until you return."

"I shall never lay my head anywhere else again!" exclaimed Clara, distressed.  "I had no idea!  If I had known, I would have told the police to hurry their questioning earlier so that I could have returned to free you.  I am so sorry."

"Now, duck, don't you make such foolish promises.  It is not painful.  We are just... restless... and without purpose without you here.  We just fade.  Why, while you were gone, Minnie disappeared completely!"

"But Minnie was not here!" said Clara.  "She was with me.  She was, in fact, responsible for saving my and her brother’s life."

"What?" said Nan and Willard in unison.

"Whatever happened out in that horrible manor?" asked Nan. "Here we have been prattling on about our unfortunate circumstances while your life was recently at risk!  Do you need something to calm your nerves, dear? Some tea?  Perhaps a lie-down?"

Clara waved her off, but was warmed by Nan's concern.  "I am fine," she replied.  "There was a great danger to Minnie's brother.  I believe she led me there to protect him," said Clara.  "He would most certainly have been lost if she and I had not been there."

"She has never been able to leave these walls before," stated Willard sternly, looking about the room as if expecting an explanation from the house.

"She did, though," affirmed Clara.  "Perhaps it was the bonds of blood and sisterly affection which gave her the strength, but both she and I were there, and many lives were saved."

Willard sat forward.  "Please, if it is not asking too much, what transpired?"

Clara realized there might still be fond memories of their former master, and so tried to break the news gently.  "Last night, Lord Oroberg, met an untimely end."

Willard and Nan exchanged glances, silent communication flowing between them.  Finally, Willard said, "He was a complicated man, and I am not one to speak ill of the dead."  The unsaid words, though, hung heavily in the room before he continued tactfully.  "I shall say that it is a sorry day when anyone does not live to see the morning, and we shall leave it at that."

"It was at the hand of his daughter-in-law, Violet," Clara continued.

"Violet?  That young woman who came to visit you the other day?" said Nan.  "She was so delicate, she couldn't have hurt a fly!"

"She was, I am afraid, under the influence of a terrible force which transformed her horribly." 

"Such strange things," said Willard, his face grim.

"Why, if you would have told me two weeks ago what my life would look like today, I would not have believed you!" agreed Clara.

"Death has a strange way of turning the world on its head," said Nan.  "Ooch, dear, you said that Violet killed Horace.  What a terrible thing!  Tell me you did not witness it."

"I did," said Clara.  "Norman Scettico, Clifford Oroberg, Horace, Hilda Nero..."

Nan leaned forward.  "Hilda Nero?  Why was she there?"

"She was Violet's mother."

Nan patted Willard's arm with one finger.  "There was a man, a Peter Nero, who was a business associate of Lord Oroberg.  He frequently came to the house," said Nan.  "He was married to a Hilda Nero."

Willard stopped her, lost in thought as he slowly recollected.  "The exact details of that night are so hard to remember... but I believe Peter was here the night we died."

"What?" asked Clara.

Nan nodded, her words spilling out as the pieces came back to her bit-by-bit.  "The night we were murdered, Violet's father was presented with an item discovered in the tomb by one of the archeologists.  Lord Horace was such an adventurer.  He invested in a large expedition to Egypt.  There was a dinner party here at the house.  There were two scientists.  Oh, what were their names?  They showed pictures and slides from the dig site and gave presents all around.  Jewelry and knickknacks they dug up from around the Nile.  They spoke of a much larger tomb they believed they were on the brink of discovering.  They were all very excited.  That was the night we died."

"And you are sure that it was Violet Nero who was the perpetrator?" clarified Willard.

"Indeed," Clara replied.  "Violet Nero.  And only Wesley, I, and Marguerite survived.  I had to seal Violet in a tomb to save us."

"It was a girl who attacked us," pondered Willard.  "Do you think this possession could have been going on since that night?"

"Could it be that this object Peter Nero received was cursed?  And that the curse was passed along to his daughter?" asked Clara.

Nan seemed to slowly agree with the logic.  "But the question is, what will happen to it now that Violet is gone?  Will be curse die with her or continue?"

"I am sure it must be done," said Clara.  "Her defeat was unequivocally final."  She paused for a moment, deeply unsettled.  "But perhaps later I shall inquire as to who is handling the Nero estate and see if this object is still in her personal belongings." Seeing the alarm on Nan and Willard's faces, Clara tried to give them comfort.  "I am sure we have nothing to fear."

She could tell that no one believed her words, including herself.

Chapter Two

Clara was up late the next morning.  It had been a considerable forty-eight hours.  After the sleepless night fighting for survival, followed by the day of police questioning after she and Wesley emerged from the basement, then the travel back into town, and the revelation her house staff were a bit more than they seemed, she had fallen asleep the moment her head touched the pillow.  The sun was well in the sky before, blinking, she stumbled out of her room and downstairs for breakfast.  The house seemed more cheerful than she had left it.  She wondered if it was because recent events had changed her view of the world or if there was something more.  No matter, she went into the dining room and sat.  Within moments, Willard was there with the morning meal.

"Did you sleep well, ma'am?" he asked.

"Extremely," said Clara.  "How are you feeling today?"

He held up his hand to the window and stared at it with a smile.  "Solid as a rock.  It is good to have you home."

Nan’s cooking was excellent, as always.  Sated and happy, Clara was sipping her morning coffee when Willard came in with a note.  

"For you," he said.

Clara took the note from the tray with great curiosity, wondering who possibly might be writing.  Carefully, she broke the wax and read.

"My darling Clara, I hope this letter finds you well.  It would bring such joy to this day if I could look forward to seeing you.  Please reply back at your earliest convenience.  Affectionately yours, Wesley."

She hid her smile behind her cup, aware of the strange warmth in her heart brought about by just the looping scrawl of his hand.  If anyone had told her a week ago that someday someone would cause her pulse to pound again like a giddy school girl, she would have called them a liar.  She would love her husband Thomas forever, but Wesley... Wesley made her want to live.  She folded the paper and told herself to tread carefully. Danger makes strange bedfellows, and the unflattering light of reality often cooled the passions which once seemed so true.  Still...

"Willard?" she called.

The butler stepped into the room.  "Yes, ma'am?"

"Fetch me my writing box, please," she requested.

He gave a little bow and soon was back with her box.  She pulled out her ink and quill and stared at the blank page.  Finally, she wrote, "You find me much pleased this morning to have received your letter and I would be glad to see you this evening."  She signed it and placed it in an envelope.

"Willard, please see this goes out by post," she stated.

He gave another bow and left.

She would have liked to have invited Wesley over immediately, but today held a pressing matter.  

***** 

A special guard stood outside Marguerite Matson's private hospital room, keeping a protective eye over this brave and valuable undercover government agent.  The nun gave him a nod and he opened the door for her and Clara.  Marguerite was lying in her bed recovering from her gunshot wound.  The brash, headstrong woman from Lord Oroberg's séance seemed so frail and delicate in her sleep.  Her raven black hair was braided and hung over her shoulder.  Her head rested angelically against the pillow, her pale skin seemed now almost translucent.  

The nun said to Clara in soft but stern tones, "Be careful not to excite her, or we shall have to ask you to leave."

Marguerite's eyes popped open and she piped up from the bed, "I wish you would ask me to leave!"

The nun was too polite to make any remark, but couldn't keep a flash of frustration from crossing her face as she exited the room.  Clara tried not to laugh.

Clara walked over to the foot of the bed and looked affectionately upon Marguerite.  "And how are you recovering?" she asked.

Marguerite shifted impatiently.  "Bored doesn't even come close to it.  Oh, they have patched me up and soon I'll be as good as new.  But until then, I have so little to help me pass the time, I shall have to take to counting the threads in my sheets."

Clara removed a book from her handbag.  "Here, my friend.  I brought you a little something to help."

Marguerite reached out and took the book like a prisoner being handed out his rations.  "Oscar Wilde's Picture of Dorian Gray!"

"It's new," explained Clara. "He is an Irish writer and his essays have garnered praise.  I do hope it is good.  Something about a wicked man who keeps a painting in his attic so he might live forever."

"Sounds like our Violet and her plans for you," teased Marguerite.

Clara laughed, ruefully.  "Perhaps there shall be some tips and tricks we should make note of."

Marguerite opened its pages and inhaled.  "Oh, a new book!  The thought I can just rest and read almost makes the whole ordeal bearable."

"Well, let me see if I might have more to keep you occupied," said Clara.  She boldly sat down on the chair beside Marguerite.  She leaned forward and spoke, "I hope you will not consider me terribly forward, but I am afraid a matter of great urgency has been brought to my attention."

"Yes?" said Marguerite, her eyes twinkling with the scent of adventure in the air.  

Clara confided, "I recently moved into a house, and yesterday, I came to learn that the household staff in this home were murdered fifteen years ago."

"Indeed?"

"I have reason to believe that Violet was the perpetrator."

Color returned to Marguerite's cheeks and she leaned against her pillow thinking through Clara's words.  "That is something!"

"They said... I mean, the person I learned this from said... that the night before the massacre, an archeologist came to the house with a find from an ancient Egyptian tomb.  This object was given to Violet's father, Peter, whom I believe Hilda said disappeared with a large inheritance."

"I seem to remember that from the séance table, too," confirmed Marguerite.

"This object was given to him the night Horace's entire staff was killed.  They say the killer was a woman.  I just wonder if Violet's possession could have begun that night." 

Marguerite's face clouded in thought.  "Norman and I were tracking a trail of destruction across Europe for the past fifteen years.  Strange stories of mysterious deaths.  Fifteen years, the same amount of time since the Nero family received this strange object.  Thank you, Clara."  She gripped Clara's hand tightly.  "I never would have guessed that such a thing could be at the heart of it!  Oh, that I could do something with this information now!"

It was just the opening Clara was waiting for.  "Perhaps I can be of assistance," Clara offered.  "It is the least I can do."

Marguerite seemed to think it over.  Clara could see she was hesitant, but finally Marguerite acquiesced and said, "I would never place you in such danger if it wasn't so terribly important."

"You are placing me in no such danger at all!" assured Clara.  "I wish to be of aid!  Please, tell me what I should do next."

Marguerite lifted herself from her pillow, wincing with the pain of her bullet wound.  "If this is in fact an artifact which caused the transformation, it must be in the personal belongings of either Horace or Violet.  You must speak with their solicitor.  Horace always used a man named Mr. Hampstead."  Marguerite motioned to a pencil and pad of paper and Clara fetched them for her.  As Marguerite wrote, she continued talking, "The manor house was to go to Violet after Hilda's death.  Knowing the creature she turned out to be, I have to think it was no accident Horace decided to rewrite his will when he did.  There is something there Violet wanted.  Perhaps you could pose as an interested party hoping to purchase an exotic item and see what comes up in the listings?  A lawyer can rarely turn his nose up at money."

"I shall!" said Clara.  "And thank you, Marguerite, for shedding light upon this mystery."

"Promise me one thing," said Marguerite, reaching out to grip Clara's hand.

"Of course," replied Clara.

"Promise you will bring Wesley with you," she said.  "I always had Norman.  There is safety in pairs.  If this article does infect people with this wickedness, I would hate for you to face it alone."

A cold chill ran over Clara.  "That I shall."

Chapter Three

The cab pulled up in front of Clara's house and she exited with a glad heart.  Standing there waiting, leaning rakishly against the ironwork fence, was Wesley Lowenherz.  His dark auburn hair caught the light as he stood up the moment he caught sight of her.  He tipped his hat and she knew the twinkling gladness in his eyes was not false.  

"You are home!" he exclaimed.

She smiled as she fished through her bag for her key.  She could feel how he wished to run to her side and gather her up in an embrace.  Or perhaps it was only her own heart that wanted him to.  

"You should have waited indoors," she laughed.

"There was no one home," he replied, stepping in close to her, his eyes penetrating as if trying to will her to understand the volume of words not spilling out from his lips.  "And I was not sure if you would want me to."

Oh that she could press up against him as intimately as when he had cradled her, giving her his strength after Violet's attack.  Oh that those moments alone together in the dark could have never ended.  That he could sweep her up in his arms and carry her over the threshold of her door the way he had carried her only yesterday morning up the steps and out of the basement!

If only he could understand how much her life changed since she met him.  The way love unfolds is a strange mystery no science can predict, she thought.

"You look lovely," he said softly.

She looked down at her widow weeds, thinking of Thomas and how she thought she could never share her soul again.  And yet, here she was.

Caution! her mind told her.  She barely knew this man.  But in her heart, every moment in his presence caused her feelings to grow.

She looked up at the house, at the most intimate secret she had.  Could he accept that she lived in this haunted house or would he decry her as a madwoman?  It was a risk.  But as she looked at him, at his kind eyes, she wanted him to know this part of her. "I have something to show you," she said.  "Wait right here."

She walked up to the front door with resolution.  Willard was inside the foyer, polishing the silver candlesticks.  He looked up.  "Ah!  You are home.  I shall let Nan know to prepare supper."

"Wait on that, Willard," Clara replied.  "I have a strange request..."

Clara came over and spoke to Willard in low tones.  A slight smile crossed his face and then he bowed in agreement.  Clara went back outside to Wesley.

"Is everything fine?" he asked, worriedly.

"Very much so," Clara said, steeling her courage.  "But there is something you must know about me, something that might make you think me strange, so... I must show you and hope your feelings for me will not alter."  She pointed to the house.  The door opened.

"Did you see that?" she asked Wesley.

He nodded.  "Your manservant was unable to fix the latch for you yet?  I shall see if I can secure a workman."

Clara laughed.  "I do not need a workman.  Come along with me, Wesley."

Mystified, he followed her into the house.  Willard stood in the foyer as clear as day to Clara, but Wesley behaved as if they were quite alone.  In the seclusion of the house, Wesley tried to slip his arm around her waist.  Willard rolled his eyes.

"Just a moment, Wesley," Clara said, at once a little sorry that she had picked this moment to discuss this great matter with him rather than let their affections steer their course.  "There is someone here."

Wesley looked around, mystified.  "There is no one but us, my darling."

She turned to her butler.  "Willard, would you mind taking our things?"

"Who are you talking to?" Wesley asked, casually glancing into the walnut paneled library on one side and the green parlor on the other.

Willard walked over as Clara removed her black hat and cape. She replied, "My butler."

Wesley stepped forward, at once worried.  "I fear our adventure last night has caused you some distress.  Perhaps it would be best if you were to lie down."

Clara took Wesley's hat and held it, as well as her own articles, to the butler expectantly.  "It would be best, my dear Wesley, if you learned of the sort of company I now seem to be keeping."

Willard cleared his throat and reached out to take the caps and cape.

Wesley became as pale as a sheet, blinking his eyes as if he could not believe what he was seeing.  The cape and hats seemed to be floating down the hallway and magically placed themselves upon the hall tree.

He pointed, unable to find his voice.  "Clara!  That!  Your... your things!  Our things!  My hat!"

He dashed over and ran his hands in the air between Clara and the rack, looking for the wires and string.  He picked up his own hat, placed it on his head, and the dropped it, watching it fall to the ground.  Willard sighed, picked it up and returned it to its place.  Wesley backed away fearfully.

Teasingly, Clara shook her head like one who might dismiss the dramatics of a five-year-old.  "Really, Wesley, and you spent all that time on the stage professing to be a medium."

Wesley stopped, in awe and wonder.  "You mean... ghosts?  You have ghosts in your house?"

She rested her hand upon his arm tenderly.  "As you said, the night your sister died, the rest of the household staff passed away, too.  And they, like your sister, decided it would be best if they continued service to this home and its inhabitants."

Wesley peered into the air at a completely different spot than where Willard was standing.  "Really!  Ghosts!"

Willard cleared his throat again.  "Is there anything else you will be wanting, ma’am?"

"Yes, Willard, I am sure that Mr. Lowenherz is quite in need of something to drink.  Please bring tea for the both of us," she replied.

"Perhaps something a little stronger for me," Wesley said, peering into the air to try and find who Clara was talking to.

The butler gave one final bow before leaving the room. Clara linked her arm in Wesley's, giving him a great smile, and lead him into the parlor.

"Really, it is extraordinary!" Wesley said.  "Out there!  With your hat!  And your cape!"

Clara shut the door, spun him around, and kissed him square on the lips.  All talk of spirits was forgotten.

Finally, they parted, Wesley keeping his arms around her waist.  "You do have a way of changing the subject."

She smiled and led him over to a seat.  The door opened and the tray came floating in.  

"Should I help him?" Wesley asked nervously.

"Please tell Mr. Lowenherz I've been carrying trays since before people were carrying him around as a baby," Willard replied.

"How very kind of you," Clara translated, giving Willard a ‘behave yourself’ glance. "but my household staff is quite able to manage."

"Absolutely remarkable," Wesley said, running his fingers through his hair.  "I hope you will not think me a coward, but I should be quite terrified if it weren't for you here to reassure me all was well."

Willard finished pouring the tea and the bowed again.  "Anything else, ma'am?"

"Thank you, Willard.  That is all for now," Clara replied.  

Wesley shifted uncomfortably as he took his cup, examining the tray and saucer.  "Clara, do not think less of me, but I have spent so many hours in the presence of magicians.  Promise me this is not a cheap parlor trick?"

Clara sighed, knowing it was the next stage of the things.  The shock wearing off, it was natural to search for a logical explanation.  "Of course, Wesley.  While we are in the parlor, I do swear it is no trick."  She looked over at her butler.  "Willard, would you appear?"

Willard snapped his fingers and, astounded, Wesley dropped his cup and its contents all over his pants.  He grabbed a napkin and began mopping it up.  

"I take it you can see him now?" Clara said off-handedly as she sipped her tea.

Wesley put down his things and rose.  He walked over with his hand outstretched to Willard.

"May I touch you?" Wesley asked in wonder.

Willard put out his hand and the two men shook firmly.

"Your sister, Minnie, had only good things to say about you, Mr. Lowenherz, and it is a pleasure after all these years."

"Has she come back yet?" asked Clara.  "I do so worry about Lord Oroberg's manor being so far away from home."

"I have not seen her yet, ma'am, but I have a feeling she will come when needed."

"Will I be able to see her, too?" asked Wesley, hope burning in his eyes.

"I am afraid not," Clara said gently.  "Minnie is not as tied to this earth as Willard and Nan.  Even I, who can see Willard and Nan no matter what the circumstances, have a difficult time seeing Minnie."

Wesley's disappointment was clear.  Willard said bracingly, "She cared a great deal for you, sir.  Every day of her waking life, she would talk about her young brother and of how all this was for him.  She was a devoted sister and you must never forget."

Wesley nodded, trying to force cheerfulness.  "Well, just knowing she is here... or once was here... is a comfort."

Willard gave another bow and walked out of the room.  Wesley could not keep his eyes off of him.  Willard gave another snap and disappeared before exiting the room, closing the door behind him.

"Cheeky," said Clara with amusement.

"With a fellow like that, I could have done quite well on the vaudeville circuit," laughed Wesley.

"I shall let Willard know you are in need of an assistant if he should ever decide to pursue a career on the stage."

"This really is extraordinary!" Wesley exclaimed again.

"Yes, I know," Clara replied, so glad that Wesley was taking it all in stride and had not gone running from the house in terror.  She sidled closer to him so that her leg pressed up against his.  "Now, did you come merely to admire my staff?"

Wesley smiled, taking both her hands in his.  "Of course not.  I came to admire you."

"That is the sort of talk I enjoy better," Clara replied.  

"Sadly, I also came to show you this."  He pulled out a newspaper from his pocket.  "Did you see the paper?" he asked.

She looked at the headline.  It was a report of all the grisly murders which had taken place at the Oroberg house.

"Oh dear," Clara said, looking at the artist's depictions of the scene and reading the reporter's take on events.  All statements Wesley, Clara, and Marguerite made to the police had been carefully edited to not include Violet's transformation, but rather than downplay events, the reporter had used the holes in their stories to spin a tale of mystery and fear.  "It is remarkable that we survived it at all."

"We are quite fortunate," Wesley agreed, pouring himself another cup of tea.

"Wesley?" Clara said, putting the paper down and turning to him, hating to bring the matter up.

"Yes, my darling?"

"I am afraid that I have some bad news..."

"What is it?" he said, dropping sugar into his cup and then setting down the tongs to give Clara his full attention.

"Well, it has to do with my household staff."

"I thought we were not going to talk of them again," Wesley said as he lifted her hand to his lips and kissed it softly.  Then he stopped.  "They're not in the room with us, are they?"

Clara laughed, "No, darling, we are alone.  But truly, I must speak with you of a matter of great importance."

"Very well," he replied, wrapping her hand in his and holding it to his heart.  "Tell me everything."

"You see, I believe Violet killed my house staff... and she may have killed your sister, too."

Wesley’s grip went lax.

She could not be offended by his reaction.  He had already faced so much today with great acceptance, but she knew the matter could not wait.  "I spoke with Willard and it seems that Horace and Violet's father brought an Egyptologist to the house the night before the murders.  This scientist carried with him several artifacts, one which he gave to Violet's father, Peter Nero.  Both Nan and Willard remember seeing a woman before they died.  And after the supernatural effects we saw on Violet, I fear that the danger might still be present."

"Well," said Wesley, gathering his composure, "we must do something about that.  Any ideas?"

"I went to visit Marguerite in the hospital today," Clara informed him.  "She and Norman have been tracking similar murders across Europe for the past fifteen years.  Marguerite suggested we go to Horace and Violet's estate lawyer tomorrow and make inquiries about any strange objects."

"Very well," said Wesley.  He then held up his finger to silence any argument, "but for tonight, no more talk of ghosts or hauntings or terrible times.  I have had quite enough for one day.  We are off to dinner and then to the theatre, and we shall be just two normal people on an evening about town."

Clara leaned forward and kissed Wesley on the cheek.  "Sounds heavenly."

Chapter Four

It had taken several days to get an appointment with Horace and Violet's estate lawyer, Mr. Hampstead, but he had finally been able to fit them in at the end of the week.

His smartly dressed secretary wore a well-tailored suit.  Clara reflected that this underling's garments probably cost twice as much as her normal dress, and she had to fight down a bubbling intimidation.  After all, she thought, she had faced a demon-like creature and ghosts at every turn.  And a secretary should make her feel fear?

He did.

The secretary ushered Clara and Wesley into the office and motioned that they should take a seat at the two chairs in front of Mr. Hampstead's impressive desk.  The lawyer's office was a large room of dark mahogany and cherry wood.  The success of his practice was on display in every nook and cranny.  His walls were filled with elegantly bound law books and gas lamps lit the room even though the sun was in the sky.  

The door opened and Mr. Hampstead blew in.  He waved his secretary away, and his man bowed slightly before closing the door.

"Please, don't get up!" said Mr. Hampstead to Clara and Wesley.  The lawyer had a circle of white hair around his bald head and small spectacles balanced upon his nose.  His wide girth showed that most of his business dealings were made around the dinner table and at gentleman's clubs.  He sat down in his chair, made doubly-wide to accommodate his hulking size. "Now, how may I be of assistance?"

Clara nodded at Wesley to begin.  He leaned forward, oozing the charm that all his years as a charlatan had taught him.  "We learned that you were in charge of disposing of the Oroberg estate.  We regretfully learned of Mr. Horace Oroberg and Miss Violet Nero's passing and were interested in purchasing a certain artifact we have long since admired from their manor collection."

The mention of purchase caused Mr. Hampstead's eyes to light up.  "Indeed, and what might this object be?"

"A small artifact brought from Egypt—"

Mr. Hampstead cut him off before he could continue.  "It is already gone."

Clara's eyes widened.  "Oh dear..."

Mistaking her distress for attachment to the object, not knowing of their concerns of the curse, Mr. Hampstead tried to comfort her.  "My dear woman, I am afraid that it has been quite a busy few days.  So many people laying claim!  If it was in my power, I would have put it to auction and let you all squabble amongst yourselves."

"Squabble?" said Clara.

"Oh!  The arguments and fights that have happened in this room.  I have not seen such a display of dramatics in all my days!"

"Who has laid claim to this item?" asked Wesley, trying to steer the conversation to a more amicable tone.

"A Dr. Mallfeld arrived within hours of me being informed of Lord Oroberg's death, and in his hand he had the paperwork to claim ownership.  I was glad to dispose of this item so quickly.  But within hours, another man arrived, a Dr. Van Flemming!  And in his hand HE had paperwork stating that the object belonged to HIM!" he said, vehemently.  "I truly hope that you do not come here with papers, too.  It is too much to be believed!  It is a good thing Lord Oroberg put his trust in me to properly dispose of his objects.  A man without such inclinations of the law might find himself in quite the legal pickle."

"Rest assured, my good sir, we are merely buyers and are not here to created more headaches for you," said Wesley. 

"Good, good..." said Mr. Hampstead.  "Well, then, I am afraid I can be of no further assistance.  Are you sure you are not interested in the purchase of any of the other objects in the house?"

"No," said Wesley, "I am afraid that was the only one."

"Well, then, I shall bid you good day," said Mr. Hampstead dismissively.  Clara could see he was disappointed there was no hope of profit from his current guests.

"Pray, could you tell us who finally took the object so that we might discuss acquiring it from them?" asked Clara.

Mr. Hampstead replied, "Certainly, I passed it along to the first claimant, Dr. Mallfeld.  He is an archeologist at the natural history museum in town.  You should go speak with him there."

Clara and Wesley rose, thanking Mr. Hampstead.  He rang a bell and his secretary entered to escort them out.

As they walked onto the busy street, Clara placed her hand in the crook of Wesley's elbow and extended her parasol to afford them some shade.  "What a strange turn of events," she observed. 

Wesley placed his tall hat upon his head.  "Indeed, two characters after this one object, and quite passionately at that.  I wonder what should inspire such emotion of ownership...?" he mused.

"And how did it come to be in Horace Oroberg's possession if two other men were also recorded as owners?"

"Stranger and stranger still," said Wesley, hailing a cab.

The driver pulled his carriage and horse over.  They climbed aboard, settling into the black leather seats.

"Driver!" said Wesley.  "To the museum of natural history."

The driver clicked his tongue and the horse took off at a brisk walk towards the center of town.  The museum was still fairly new, home to some of the most exciting discoveries:  artifacts from ancient cities, taxidermied animals from the deep wilds of Africa, even a dinosaur skeleton was on display.

The museum was a brick building surrounded by grassy lawn.  It had a marble relief of Greek gods and goddesses at the apex of the roofline.  Families and couples slowly strolled their way up the stairs into the exhibit galleries.

They alit and Wesley paid for the cab.  As he handled the transaction, Clara thought how a trip to the museum should have been one of great excitement and joy.  But there was a tension hanging over the day, shadows of what they had seen in Horace Oroberg's manor which lent urgency to their actions.

Wesley gave her a tight lipped smile, and Clara knew he was feeling the same as she.  He offered his arm and steered Clara through the light crowds towards the impressive front doors.

These massive creations of ornamental brass and wood opened up into an echoing chamber at least three stories high. The air was cool, the shadowed darkness kept the heat at bay.  The ceiling was a wonder of carved wood, inset with gilt.  The walls were darkly paneled and the marble floor so highly polished it looked like a mirror.  The sounds of the public talking in awed and hushed tones bounced softly throughout the space.

Wesley stopped an official looking fellow and inquired, "We are here to speak with Dr. Mallfeld.  Could you direct us to his offices?"

The man apologized, "I am so sorry to say that he is presently engaged.  He is preparing for this evening's lecture about his recent archeological trip to Egypt and the treasures uncovered by his expedition.  It is open to the public and I invite you to attend."

Clara's hand tightened on Wesley's arm.  It was an invitation they could not afford to decline.

Chapter Five

There was a buzz of hushed excitement among all of the guests to the lecture.  The room was lit with gas light and the smartly dressed intellectuals mingled with the shabbier dressed professors and scientists.  A four-piece ensemble played music for their entertainment.  Strange and exotic artifacts were placed upon tables for the visitors to look at:  jewelry and spears, knives and baskets.  Several large photographs were propped up beside the objects, showing where they had been found. 

Rows of chairs were set up at the far end of the room, facing a screen and a Magic Lantern.  Clara gripped Wesley's arm excitedly.  "We shall see pictures of their dig!" she whispered, pointing at the projector and its stack of glass slides.

The musicians stopped and a short man with slicked blonde hair strode over to the podium.  He was built like a bulldog.  There was a pompous air to him, as if it was he, and not necessarily his finds, that brought the crowd.  "Ladies and gentlemen, if you will find your place, this evening's Cabinet of Curiosities shall commence," he barked.

Hushed excitement spread across the crowd as everyone found their seat.  The man stood up on his tiptoes to introduce himself.  "I am George Mallfeld, lead archeologist on this exhibition!"

The crowd broke out into applause.

Clara and Wesley exchanged glances.  So, this was the mysterious Dr. Mallfeld that the lawyer spoke of.

"My first slide shall be of the tomb we originally found over fifteen years ago.  It took well over a decade to find the entrance to the true treasures of this site.  If I could have the lights dimmed, please," he commanded.  Several men raced around the room, lowering the gas lamps so that their flames would not interfere with the Magic Lantern's slides.  Dr. Mallfeld dropped in the first picture.

Clara felt herself almost unable to breathe.  A great, crushing weight of fear pressed itself against her bosom.  It was a square shaped room with four doors, just like the one they found in Horace Oroberg's basement.  

"You may ask yourself why it was so difficult to find the entrance to this tomb?" said Dr. Mallfeld.  "Time had filled the hallways completely with dirt.  Hidden in these hallways were several rooms with treasures unlike any we, meaning myself and my faithful crew, had ever seen.  Most archeologists would have stopped, thinking they had found the central cache.  In fact, many of my partners tried to dissuade me from continuing the dig.  But I would not be dissuaded, my friends!  Instead, I discovered this strange maze which led to this tomb."

He dropped in the next slide.  Clara heard Wesley involuntarily gasp as Dr. Mallfeld switched out one slide after another.  It was just like the one carved into the bedrock beneath the manor.  Why had such a maze existed in ancient Egypt, only to crop up again, almost like a mirror image, in the middle of the countryside?  Clara wondered.  What force was at work here?

"Inside of this tomb," Dr. Mallfeld continued, "was the most remarkable specimen.  We found the mummy of a woman.  Her sarcophagus was covered entirely in gold.  Signs pointed to the fact that her tomb had been opened before, but for some reason, her burial objects all remained inside.  In fact, it appeared that grave robbers may have even taken items away only to return them later.  Perhaps grave robbers with a conscience?"

The entire room broke out into polite titters.

"Or grave robbers struck with some terrible curse," Clara muttered to Wesley.

"These earlier visitors left messages warning us to stay away, but men of science do not let superstition to keep us from the truth!  And what truth we found!  Even more remarkable than these ancient objects was the mummy herself.  She was quite an anomaly.  Usually, internal organs are removed and placed into canopic jars."  He dropped another glass slide into the Magic Lantern and the crowd murmured at the beauty of the ancient urns.  "But this woman's brain was left inside of her body and her heart removed.  A discovery like no one else has seen!"

At that moment, the lights were restored as if Dr. Mallfeld had control over the elements and the room was filled with applause.  Clara politely turned to the stranger sitting beside her and commented, "Quite a remarkable discovery."

He was a poorly dressed man with patches upon his elbows.  His face was pointed and rather rat like.  He harrumphed.  "He's nothing but a humbug."

"I beg your pardon?" she replied.

"An absolute flim-flam man, willing to destroy an archeological find for his own glorification and interest."

Clara and Wesley looked at one another, surprised by this man's vehemence.  "Truly?" Clara asked, hoping that he would expound.

"Indeed!  I was on that very expedition and you should have seen the damage that man wrecked upon such an important site.  Why, he stole the objects that were rightfully mine!  Objects that should have been placed in a museum such as this, all for his own private interest and abuse.  And here!  Even this very night!  Taking all the glory and credit for himself with no mention of his partners, including me or our investors!  And then to take these objects and sell them to line his coffers, no matter what the cost to science and investigation..."

Wesley leaned forward.  "Do you have such objects from this exhibition?

Clara added enthusiastically, “We would be very interested in learning more and would love to hear your side of this tale."

The man gave them his calling card proudly, "My name is Dr. Van Flemming."  He cast his eyes up and down Dr. Mallfeld with loathing.  "Please, come anytime and I will show you what a REAL Egyptologist looks like.”

"How is your schedule tomorrow?" asked Wesley.

Chapter Six

The post-lecture socializing showed no signs of waning.  The crowd was enthusiastic, exclaiming as they looked at the objects Dr. Mallfeld had on display.  Dr. Mallfeld himself was entertaining a circle of people with his stories of valor in the desert.  The crowd laughed politely at his jests, hanging on every word.  He cut quite the dashing figure.  Clara and Wesley briskly strolled over to eavesdrop.

When a lull in the conversation came, Wesley piped up, trying to keep the tenor of his questioning light. "You said that you found inscriptions from past grave robbers that there was rotten luck to any who took the tomb's objects.  In fact, I hear that oftentimes these tombs carry terrible curses.  Have you experienced the curse of this tomb since your return?"

Dr. George Mallfeld looked squarely at Clara and Wesley.  Clara wondered if perhaps she detected a glimmer of fear in his eye.  His confident façade was replaced as soon as the crack seemed to appear and he dismissed the question with an air of authority.  "My good sir, I'm afraid those are nothing more than old wives tales, something told around the kitchen hearth to frighten young children on All Hallows Eve."

The crowd tittered again.

Clara stuck her courage and spoke, "Oh do entertain us with such a story!"

Dr. Mallfeld shifted uncomfortably, and then breezily excused himself.  "I would love nothing more, but I am afraid the evening grows short.  I must excuse myself, for I am neglecting my other guests.  Please, enjoy the champagne!"

The crowd gave a disappointed, but understanding murmur as he turned and walked away.  Clara whispered into Wesley's ear, "We should follow him!"

Wesley nodded and moved her swiftly through the crowd until they arrived once more at Dr. Mallfeld's side.  He was standing awkwardly by himself, downing a glass of wine without pausing to catch his breath.

Clara cleared her throat.  "Dr. Mallfeld, I hope that I did not give you any offense by my request.  I assure you it was for amusement and not to make light of the important work that you do."

He turned back and seemed to fade a bit to see Clara and Wesley there once more.  He none too subtly began looking for an escape as he replied, "Good madam, I assure you no offense was taken."

"I was wondering, sir," Clara continued before he could make another excuse to leave their company, "about a certain object we learned you have possession of."

His face because strangely thoughtful as this woman suddenly took his attention.  "Truly?  Pray, tell me, what object might that be?"

"We were friends of Lord Horace Oroberg.  He had an object of Egyptian origin, we seem to remember it once belonged to Peter Nero," Clara continued, hoping that the deceit she was spinning from all the half-stories they gathered was somewhat close to the truth.  "We grew quite attached to it.  We inquired with his lawyer today and were informed that you are now the guardian."

Dr. Mallfeld nodded gravely.  "Indeed, Lord Oroberg financed half of our expedition to Egypt, and in return, asked for a memento from the gravesite before the rest was disposed of... to the scientific community and such."

Clara wondered if Dr. Van Flemming had been truthful in hinting that the objects were more likely to be distributed to the "and such" than the scientific community, but she had not chance to enquire more, for Dr. Mallfeld continued, "The other half of the expedition was financed by a Mr. Phineas Stokeman.  Upon Lord Oroberg's death, I gathered up the item you referred to and passed it along to Mr. Stokeman before... well... before another party could lay false claim to it."

"Dr. Van Flemming?" Clara offered innocently.  

Dr. Mallfeld looked like she had struck him across the face with that name, so she quickly calmed him down.  "The lawyer mentioned several interested parties and if it was not in your possession, we were going to speak next with Dr. Van Flemming."

"Ah!  So Dr. Van Flemming was after the heart after all!"

"The heart, sir?" asked Clara.

"Oh!  Did you not know what was in that urn?" he inquired.

"No, I had just rather admired it from afar," she replied.

Dr. Mallfeld took on the same air of his lecture.  "Indeed, as you may have heard earlier, for most mummies, their internal organs are all removed, except for the heart.  But this particular mummy's brain remained while the heart was removed and placed into one of the tomb jars.  It really was quite a remarkable find."

"I see," said Clara. "And why would they have done such a thing?"

"The world may never know.  But if the answer can be found, you may rest assured I will not stop until I find it!"  Dr. Mallfeld suddenly gave a wave over their shoulder and bowed to Clara and Wesley.  "I apologize that I must be rude.  I'm afraid that my attention is required elsewhere.  But please, do call on me if you wish to discuss Egyptology in the future.  I would be happy to oblige such friends of Lord Oroberg."

As Dr. Mallfeld walked away, Clara sighed, "Well, Wesley, I am afraid we find ourselves with more questions than answers."

He gave her a reassuring squeeze of the hand.  "Never fear, my darling.  The wonderful thing about questions is the discovery of the answers.  And we shall not rest until we have them."

Chapter Seven

The hallway Clara and Wesley walked down was filled with books.  Row after row, the shelves groaned, double-stacked with hardbound volumes, seemingly organized by which shapes could be jammed best into the nooks and crannies.  A single spark and Dr. Van Flemming's entire home would be a raging inferno, Clara thought morbidly.  They were led by a wheezing maid into his study, which continued the house's disorganized décor of loose papers and maps.  

Clara and Wesley picked their way to two chairs before Dr. Van Flemming's heaped desk and sat.  Clara began sneezing from all the dust and Wesley gallantly handed her his handkerchief, but quickly needed it himself.  Watery-eyed, it was a relief when Dr. Van Flemming burst through the door.

"My apologies," he said, though his voice did not seem to indicate there was anything he felt he really needed to apologize for.  "I am afraid that I was caught up in research for an upcoming pamphlet and I quite forgot you were coming to see me today."

"We can come back—" Clara began, but Wesley gripped her arm warningly.

"We apologize for interrupting you," Wesley said.  "I assure you that we won't take much of your time."

"Yes," said Dr. Van Flemming, "so many think that, but once they have observed the depth and breadth of my findings, oh, an entire day can quickly slip away without even noticing it is gone."

"I am sure," Clara demurred.

"So, how might I be of assistance?" Dr. Van Flemming asked, sitting down at his desk and adding another handful of papers to a teetering stack.

"Well, my good man," said Wesley, "Dr. Mallfeld's lecture yesterday on Egyptology was fascinating—"

"It was terrible!" he replied.  "How can you possibly say with a straight face that you sat there listening to that drivel and found it intellectually stimulating, much less fascinating?  If you want to see fascinating—" Dr. Van Flemming interrupted himself.  He got up from his chair and indicated that Wesley and Clara should do so, too.  "Please, please, follow me.  If you want to see what REAL artifacts look like, I would ask you to follow me into the basement."

Dr. Van Flemming took a candle from the kitchen.  The maid seemed to have retreated out of earshot, and no other servants were within shouting distance to light the way, although from the state of Dr. Van Flemming's house, Clara wondered if he had anyone else tending to things.  

He led Clara and Wesley down the stairs into the basement.  The hallways wound about, much like they were a part of some maze.  Clara felt a creeping foreboding.  This was entirely too similar to another basement maze she found herself trapped in.  She pulled Wesley back slightly and whispered, "We should leave!"

He shook his head, his eyes never leaving Dr. Van Flemming's figure.  "Lives depend upon us learning the truth, Clara.  We are the only ones who saw the wickedness which seized Violet.  If this curse lives, we are the only ones with the power to stop it.  We must be brave." 

"But not foolish," Clara stated.

Wesley acquiesced to her logic.  He called to Dr. Van Flemming. "Pray, tell me where you are taking us?"

"Ah!  To my gallery!  To my store room!" he replied with glee.

And it was at that moment he opened the door to the room.

Inside was a square room with four doors.  It was decorated with hieroglyphs and golden torch holders on the walls.  The room was filled with artifacts:  jars, statues, and ancient crockery.  In the center of the room was a golden sarcophagus.  It was a lovely creation, covered in inlaid gold and onyx.  Clara had never seen anything so beautiful in her entire life.

"There is my girl!" said Dr. Van Flemming proudly.

Clara looked around, seeing no one.  "I pray, sir, who you mean?"

"Why!  The mummy of course!" he exclaimed, pointing at the sarcophagus.  "We brought her all the way from Egypt.  THIS is the mummy that Dr. Mallfeld spoke of yesterday, the one he is willing to do anything to try and get his hands on again.  The mummy who is all brain and no heart."

"And of what significance is this?" asked Wesley.

Dr. Van Flemming was as excited as a child on Christmas morning.  "Don't you understand?  The ancient Egyptians always left the heart inside of the body so that it might be weighed against the weight of a feather.  Otherwise, such a person would be condemned to walk the world for eternity.  THIS mummy's heart is missing!"

"But where did it go?" asked Clara, suspecting the answer.

"Ah, and there you see, my dear, the root of my problem with that charlatan.  He stole the heart from me fifteen years ago!  Took the jar away from this mummy and gave it to Peter Nero as a present.  I was but a poor archeologist!  How on earth could I possibly request that our benefactor, the man who made all of the expeditions possible, give back the one and only object he was ever given from the dig site? When Peter disappeared, the urn went to Lord Oroberg.  And now, Dr. Mallfeld has done it again!  Giving it to Phineas Stokeman!  That man is even worse that Lord Oroberg!  He's sure to destroy it with his careless ways!"

Clara's blood froze in her veins.  Of course this was the object, this heart, given to Violet's father the night that all of the house staff were killed, the night that Wesley's sister, Minnie, was killed.  She felt Wesley grow still beside her.  Tact and decorum would keep Dr. Van Flemming from ever reuniting the mummy with her heart so that she could face final judgment.

As one, Clara and Wesley asked, "How do we find Phineas Stokeman?"

Chapter Eight

"Really, Wesley," said Clara as she paced the carpet, "I am quite beside myself with worry."

For the past three days, they had been sending messages to Dr. Mallfeld requesting an appointment.  Dr. Van Flemming utterly refused to offer them an introduction to Phineas Stokeman, or even tell them where to find him, and Clara and Wesley found themselves at Dr. Mallfeld's mercy.  Clara could not blame Dr. Van Flemming.  Two strangers asking to be introduced to an important benefactor to discuss ownership of a controversial object?  Why, she would have balked, too.

But Dr. Mallfeld was another matter.  She had no idea why he would be avoiding them.  He had no reason.  He did not even know their reason for the request.  She could hardly believe that he would be so absent-minded he would ignore Lord Oroberg's friends.

Wesley and she should have been pleasantly enjoying each other's company here in her parlor, but she found both their thoughts were distracted.  Clara paced the floor, looking out the window every few minutes to see if a messenger had arrived. 

"Wesley, do you think that something awful might have happened to him?" Clara asked.

"What do you mean, darling?" he said, putting down the paper.  He had been reading the same page for the last twenty minutes.

Clara nervously sat at the edge of the seat.  "What if this object is indeed cursed and the curse has been passed along to him?  Or perhaps passed along to Mr. Stokeman, who has done some great injury to Dr. Mallfeld?  Oh Wesley, I fear the worst.  What if we are too late?"

Her distress seemed just the catalyst needed to step into action.  Relieved, Wesley folded the paper resolutely and placed it by the table beside him as he rose.  "Then we have a moral and imperative duty to ensure that this is not the case.  Get your hat, Clara!"

"Where are we going?"

"We are off to the museum!" Wesley said, putting out his hand and helping her to her feet.

She swiftly walked into the hallway and called out.  "Willard!  Nan!  We are going out."

Nan stood at the top of the stairs, folding a pillowcase.  "Will you be home for dinner?"

Clara looked at Wesley and he politely shook his head.   "We will be having dinner out," she replied.

Nan nodded and gave them a smile.  "Very good then.  Now, shoo, you two.  I have washing to finish."

Wesley opened the door for Clara, putting on his tall hat as they walked down to the corner of the garden square in front of the house to hail a cab.

"How shall we approach this subject with him?" asked Clara.  "We already know that he does not give any credence to curses or supernatural elements."

"We shall perhaps have to tell him some half-truths," Wesley replied as the cab pulled up and he helped Clara inside.  "The means shall justify the ends."

The rode in worried silence and it was a great relief when the museum came into view.  Wesley reached over and squeezed her hand.  "Never fear, my dear.  In my years as a charlatan on the vaudeville circuit, I was used to navigating the waters of the skeptics.  How strange that this time we shall be convincing this skeptic of the truth!"

They left the cab and walked up the stairs to the museum.  It was much quieter than the evening before.  After telling a helpful employee the slight white lie that they had an appointment, they were directed to Dr. Mallfeld's office on the second floor.

The hallway was cream-colored; the frosted glass paned doors were dark oak.  Card catalogs lined the walls.  Despite the sun coming in through the skylights above, there was something gloomy and secretive about the wing.

One of the doors had "Dr. George Mallfeld" painted on the glass in black letters.  Clara tentatively knocked.  There was no answer.  The room within seemed to be dark.  Wesley rattled the handle and confirmed that it was locked.

"Oh dear," said Clara, looking around for someone who might be able to help them, but the hallway was deserted.  "What shall we do?"

"What shall we do, indeed," said Wesley as he peered at the lock in the door.  "Would be terrible if the old chap was sprawled out on the floor with grave injuries, and was yet to be discovered."

Wesley took a small packet from his coat pocket and unfolded the black leather to reveal a set of lock picks.

"My word!" Clara exclaimed, and then hushed herself.  "Please tell me you have no idea what you're doing with those things."

"Clara," he said as he worked, "my days in vaudeville were filled with color and once, when a magician lost to me at cards and did not have the ability to pay, I allowed him to teach me some tricks which have proven to be of great use over the years."

"I dare say that breaking and entering a renowned scientist's office is frowned down upon in any circles, much less polite ones," she chided, stepping to the side to hide him behind her skirts.

He paused with his picks in the door to calm her.  "Clara, like you said, he might be unconscious in the middle of the floor and we can hardly leave him in such a state."

"But let us go and ask a clerk to open the door for us?" she pleaded, worriedly.

"What?  And miss the opportunity to look around?" said Wesley as the door opened.  He scooped his arm around Clara's waist and pulled her inside the room.  "Come.  We'll just take a quick glance to see if we can find Mr. Stokeman's address and then we shall leave with no one the wiser."

The room was the complete opposite of Dr. Van Flemming's office.  Every piece of paper was tidily stacked and filed, every object clean and dusted.

"Do you know the nice thing about people who are so well organized?" asked Wesley.

"What?" asked Clara.

"They make it so easy to find things."

Wesley walked over to a large cabinet and began flicking through the files inside.  He pulled out a paper.  "Look here, a receipt of delivery for an Egyptian heart in an urn to a Mr. Phineas Stokeman, as well as a thank you note in reply."

The door flung open and a furious Dr. Mallfeld stood in the opening.  His face was beet red and he spat, "What, pray tell, do you think you're doing?"

Chapter Nine

"I will ask you again before I call for the police, what are you doing in my office?" Dr. Mallfeld growled.  His eyes flashed dangerously.  His ham-fists were clenched at his side, ready to begin swinging.

Clara searched her mind for some sort of fabrication that was excusable or believable.  

But it was at that moment that Wesley surprised her.  He calmly turned to him and closed the cabinet door.  "We were looking for this."  He held up the receipt for the mummy heart.

Dr. Mallfeld's face was at first confused.  "A piece of paper from my files?  Are you here to steal my data?" He pointed a finger accusingly.  "Are you sent by Dr. Van Flemming to discredit me?"

"No, Dr. Mallfeld.  While we are acquainted with Dr. Van Flemming, he is not the reason we are here today.  We are here to save your life."

Dr. Mallfeld paled.  "What do you mean?"

Clara stepped bravely forward.  "We know there is a curse.  We know that it is connected to this heart.  We know that many have died because of it."

Dr. Mallfeld sat down hard in a wooden chair, holding his head in his hands and crumbling. "I thought if I got rid of it, it would go away, but it did not..."

"What didn't go away?" Clara asked.  "The curse?"

"She visits me," Dr. Mallfeld said, his voice whining like a child as he explained.  "When I sleep, she haunts me, begging for a host, swearing that she will torment me until the end of my days if I do not help her find rest."

Clara walked over and crouched beside him, placing a gentle hand upon his shoulder.  "We can help."

Dr. Mallfeld instantly stiffened, aware that he was making a spectacle of himself in front of strangers.  He struggled and pushed his emotions deep below so that the image of him as a tortured man seemed almost impossible to believe.  "I am fine.  A moment of weakness.  Nothing more.  I require no help."

"Please, Dr. Mallfeld," said Wesley stepping forward, realizing that a woman's sympathy might have made the man ashamed of his fear.  "We know what you are going through.  We were in Lord Oroberg's house the night that he was killed, the night his daughter-in-law, Violet, killed him."

"Violet killed him?" said Dr. Mallfeld.  "But that is impossible!  She was but a weak child!  That is not what they said in the papers!"

"We saw it," replied Clara, "and we were careful as we made our statements to omit those details which might have thrown doubt upon our testimony, but I swear to you upon all that is good, Violet was possessed by some demon creature intent on draining the living to achieve eternal life."

Wesley held up the piece of paper.  "The Egyptians believed in eternal life, did they not, Dr. Mallfeld?  Except that the heart was needed by the gods to judge the deceased soul.  It seems our deceased mummy did not want to be judged by anyone.  You with your scientific mind, can you deduce why that might be the case?"  

Dr. Mallfeld nodded slowly, as if waking up from a dream or remembering a long forgotten memory.  "The haunting started the night the heart was removed from the tomb, and only grew worse the closer we got to the central chamber.  But I got her a host!  Why does she return to torture me?"

"Perhaps because the host you so graciously gave over to this creature died?" offered Clara coldly.

"Better you should have let the spirit stay with Violet than return the creature to me.  I am not strong enough!  I do not know how much longer I can go without finding another host for her!"

Clara was ready to shake this silly, weak man.  "We can stop it all.  We must reunite the heart with the mummy, give them a proper burial, and the curse will be broken!  They were never meant to be parted!"

Dr. Mallfeld's face became suspicious.  "Reunite the heart with the mummy?  You mean the one owned by Dr. Van Flemming?"  He rose and shook his finger at her.  "I see now what you are trying to do.  This has all been some sort of mean trick on his part!  Some way to weasel himself in so that he owns all the treasures of that tomb!  I'll not do it!"

Clara sighed, "Really, you two boys are worse than school children.  Envy is a deadly sin, sir.  And it shall kill you both if you do not help us to reunite the mummy with her heart!"

"You'll have to do it without me, for the heart is already gone."  Dr. Mallfeld waved at the paper Wesley still clutched.  "I gave it to our benefactor Phineas Stokeman.  The address is on the receipt.  Go to him and tell him what you require."

"Come with us," urged Clara, tired of all the dancing about they were doing.  "You will help our case if you could explain..."

"And that is where you are mistaken, my dear lady," said Dr. Mallfeld.  "Phineas Stokeman was extremely upset that I had gone so over budget on the dig.  Giving him the heart was the only way to settle our debts."

"Over budget?" inquired Wesley.

"I took certain monetary risks at games of chance in order to ultimately increase our funds..."

"You gambled away his money," clarified Clara.

Dr. Mallfeld swallowed uncomfortably.  "Yes, I gambled away the expedition money thinking that I could double it and provide for a much more comfortable experience.  And then had to go back to him and beg for more.  Even when I started selling artifacts which I had discovered before, it wasn't enough to cover the debts.  I cannot go back to him asking for the heart.  He will think I merely ask for it to save my own neck.  He will never give it to you if I am associated with the request.  He knows me too well."

"Very well," said Clara.  "Thank you for your time.  You have been most helpful, and I swear on all that I believe, we shall end this curse and return our fair city to safety."

"I pray you are not too late..." Dr. Mallfeld whispered.

Chapter Ten

The home of Phineas Stokeman was not welcoming.

The house stood at the top of a hill.  A brick and iron fence surrounded the property.  The ironwork had long since begun to rust.  It was covered in abandoned cobwebs, whose prey had long since been trapped and drained of fluids.  The house was in need of paint, and though dark was approaching, most of the rooms remained without light.

"Rather a strange place for a man capable of financing an entire exhibition to Egypt," Clara observed.

"Indeed," replied Wesley.  "Did we get the address correct?  Perhaps he lives at one of these other homes." He wishfully motioned to the other stately Victorian and Georgians on the street as he rechecked the number.

"I suppose there is only one way to find out," said Clara.  She pushed on the swinging gate and it gave out a grating screech.  The sound startled a raven that cried and took to the air.  "Well, he hasn't frightened the wildlife away.  He cannot be all bad," she noted.

They picked their way up the stone path, stepping over branches and unswept leaves.  Finally, they reached the door with its large brass knocker.  Clara reached up and pounded it soundly.

They both waited in silence.  The air around them seemed heavy, as if a pillow pressed down upon them and invited them not to breathe.

Finally, the door swung open.  Standing there was a hulking man with hands the size of dinner plates.

Clara swallowed, then held out her calling card.  "Please let Mr. Phineas Stokeman know Mrs. Clara O'Hare and Mr. Wesley Lowenherz are here to see him."  She paused, swallowing under the scrutiny of the butler's stare, and finished feebly, "We have an appointment."

The butler shut the door, leaving them waiting on the sagging porch as he went to fetch his master.

"Promise me you will not go wandering about, Clara," Wesley said out of the blue.

"And why, in heavens name, would I ever consider even doing such a thing?" Clara asked.  "This place is quite unpleasant and I shall be glad when we secure the heart and are able to return to our quiet lives."

The door opened again and the butler stepped aside to usher them indoors.  He did not say anything, but held his hands out to take their cloaks and hats.  He then waved a long arm towards a parlor.

The home was darkly furnished.  The wallpaper was burgundy and black.  The floors were covered in Persian carpets.  The furniture was heavily carved and stained so dark, the brown almost seemed black.  Old, faded drapes hung from the windows blocking out the sun.  Clara wondered if perhaps Mr. Phineas Stokeman should invest in a better housekeeper before he spent any more time unearthing ancient ruins.  He seemed to be on the brink of living in one.

"Come in!  Come in!" came a voice from the room.

Clara and Wesley turned the corner to find a slender man with a long, pale face.  His straight black hair hung to his shoulders.  He wore all black and Clara wondered if perhaps he might be in mourning.  His spirit did not seem dampened.

"Come in," he said, motioning to the seats next to the cold fireplace.  "You must forgive me for not shaking your hand.  I suffer from a rare skin condition in which the slightest touch leaves me bruised.  Light is uncomfortable and even the warmth of a fireplace can prove too trying.  I do hope you will excuse my odd peculiarities and know that you are welcomed most gratefully to my home."

"Thank you, Mr. Stokeman," said Wesley, trying to set their host at ease.  "I promise we know how important your time is and we shall not take any more than necessary."

"No!  Stay!  Indeed, stay.  It has been too long since I have had company."

"We are acquainted with several of your partners in Egyptology.  Dr. Mallfeld and Dr. Van Flemming.  And... the late Lord Horace Oroberg."

"Ah, that was a tragic end," said Phineas.  "Such a dear friend and then to go in such a way most foul."

"Indeed, it was.  We were led to believe that there was an Egyptian urn which passed from one man to the next," said Clara.  She suddenly stopped herself, noticing a young photograph of a familiar lady on the table.  "What a lovely picture of Lord Oroberg’s daughter-in-law, Violet."

"Isn't it?  She was only twelve when that photo was taken.  Her father, Peter Nero, was a great friend of mine," Phineas said, his tone taking a sad turn.  "When he was lost in the desert..."

"Lost in the desert?  I was not aware that was his end."

"It is true," said Phineas.  "He received an urn from Drs. Mallfeld and Van Flemming, and wanted to see where it came from.  He was on an expedition to see the dig site when he disappeared.  Fortunately, he left the urn here, and it was not lost with him.  It is, in fact, the very urn that was passed along to me after Horace's death.  Seems the thing is cursed," he sadly joked.

Clara and Wesley looked at one another, wondering if this was the moment in which they should tell him the truth about such suspicions.

But before they could speak up, Phineas continued.  "We lost Peter just six months ago.  I tried to be as much a second father to Violet as possible, but her mother made it clear she had things well in hand."

"Her mother was quite an... opinionated woman," Clara replied.

"That is one way to put it," said Phineas ruefully.  "Lord Oroberg, Peter Nero, and I had been philanthropic partners for so long, we were more family than business acquaintances and dear, sweet Violet felt almost like a niece."  He looked at the picture with great sorrow.  "With her passing, that photograph is all the more precious."

Clara paused before broaching the subject.  "I fear that we were there that terrible night, and it is for that reason that we come to see you."

"Oh my dear madam!  What an ordeal you have been through.  Of course!  Of course, I would be most happy to aid you however I can."

"That is good news indeed," said Clara.  She leaned forward.  "It is imperative that we gain ownership of this urn.   I was told that it was in your possession."

Phineas shook his head sadly, but wore the emotion as awkwardly as a child playacting.  "I am afraid, dear lady, that this is outside of my ability."

"Truly it is not," she insisted.

"No, you see, it is no longer in my possession."

"What?" Clara and Wesley spoke in unison.

"Yes, you see... there was a lovely young lady... erm... woman... who was... taken with Egypt," he said, shifting uncomfortably in his seat.  

Clara noticed another photograph on the table, one of a girl dressed in an Egyptian looking headdress.  "Is this her?"

Phineas nodded.  "Indeed.  She agreed to act as my model for some more... whimsical... photo sessions."

"Wherever did you find such a fetching model?  She seems quite perfect in that costume," Clara commented politely, trying to flatter him.

It seemed to make him more uncomfortable.  "We met one evening while she was playing Cleopatra in a theatrical production..."

"I am familiar with many vaudeville players, sir.  Just give me her name and we will trouble you no more!" said Wesley.

"Oh, I am afraid it was more... of a gentleman's interpretation of Cleopatra..." he said with a meaningful glance at Clara, "than anything you would find in vaudeville."

"At the burlesque house, you mean?" Clara stated, challenging him to dismiss such squeamishness in her presence.

"Yes, indeed, the burlesque houses," Phineas said, apologizing.  "You see, with my condition, I find myself the victim of frequent spells of loneliness..."

"Say no more," said Clara, seeing the direction the conversation was headed.  "How a gentleman cares to spend his leisure time is not our place to investigate or scrutinize.  We are concerned merely with the retrieval of the urn—"

"But what makes it so special?" Phineas interrupted.

Now it was Clara's turn to be uncomfortable.  "There are certain properties to it that have proven to be slightly... deadly."

Phineas leaned forward in concern.  "Is it something inside?  A poison?"

"Oh, it is something inside, but not exactly... poison."  She found herself unable to complete the thought and turned to Wesley for help.

He rested his elbows on his knees and leaned forward.  "Now, Mr. Stokeman, I am sure that what I am about to tell you will seem strange, but I swear upon all that is holy what I say is true.  We believe there is a curse upon that urn, and that the unfriendly spirit inside requires to be set to rest."

Phineas started laughing.  "You are quite mad!"

"I promise you that I am speaking in all earnestness.  I am a medium, brought to the manor of Lord Oroberg on that unfortunate night to communicate with those beyond the grave, and we discovered a spirit most foul who was responsible for all the death which took place."

"We are willing to compensate you," said Clara, urgently.  "I realize this must seem unbelievable, but you have no idea the urgency of this matter."

Phineas stood, indicating that their discussion was over.  "Well, I must wish you well in your search, but I am afraid that I am unable to aid you.  It is gone, and no Egyptian mummy curse can possibly equal the wrath of my fair Pauline if I should ask for it back.  Between you and me, I would rather face a dozen curses than her temper.  So, if you will excuse me now, I am afraid I must rest.  As pleasant as this has been, my constitution is not yet strong enough for such friendly stimulation."

"Of course," said Wesley rising.  "We understand completely.  If you change your mind, please do not hesitate to contact us."

Phineas looked down at the calling card Clara had passed along when the two had first arrived.  "A medium, did you say?"

"Indeed," replied Wesley.  "And one of the best."

A strange shadow passed over Phineas’ face, but it was gone as soon as it was there.  "Perhaps we shall be meeting sooner than you think.  I thank you for your trouble coming by and I am sorry I was not of greater assistance."

"We apologize for troubling you," said Clara, "but will look forward to speaking with you soon."

And with that, the butler was opening the door and ushering them out of the room and out of the front door and onto the porch with such swiftness, it might have seemed rude except for the lack of malice.

"What a strange man," Clara said, looking at the house.  "There is something about this place I find highly unsettling."

"I do not believe you have to be a medium to feel the wrongness of it all," Wesley confirmed.

Chapter Eleven

The doorbell rang in the middle of breakfast the next morning.  Clara looked at Willard with some surprise.

"Were you expecting someone, ma'am?"

"No, Willard," she replied.  "This is most strange." 

"I shall see who it is."

She sat nervously, a sense of foreboding washing over her.  She heard Wesley's voice and she sprang up from her seat and rushed out into the hallway.

His face showed that her concerns were not unfounded.  Something was terribly wrong.

"Wesley?" Clara said, placing her hand upon her chest to calm her breathing.

"I do hope that I am not intruding," Wesley replied.

Clara shook her head and steered Wesley into the parlor and shut the door behind them.  "What brings you here this early?  What has happened?"

Wesley took a folded newspaper from his pocket and laid it upon the table so that Clara could read the headlines:  "Mass Murderer on the Loose!"

"Oh dear," she said, and then read the story aloud. "The slaughter of five innocents in the house of Lord Horace Oroberg has been followed by the death of another of his associates: Dr. George Mallfeld.  Is this random violence?  Or a revenge-crazed lunatic hunting down Lord Oroberg's acquaintances? When asked for a comment, Marguerite Matson, who is convalescing at St. Matthew's Hospital, stated she had nothing to share and informed the News Post they were grasping at straws.  But when the safety of the population is at risk, this paper never sleeps, and you may trust our reporters will not rest until they learn the truth..."

"And it goes on," said Wesley.

"How kind of them to inform the lunatic where he can find Lord Oroberg's associates," she reflected as she folded it and put it down on the table.

"You know as well as I, this is no lunatic," said Wesley.  "It is clear that a new vassal has been found for this cursed creature."

Clara sighed.  "What shall we do?  We do not even know how to stop it besides trap it in a basement and lop off its host's head, but that seems to only slow it for a few days, not stop it."

"Violet was allowed to go on a fifteen year rampage," said Wesley.  "This creature will do the same with whomever it has currently possessed.  We have a responsibility to stop this before it progresses any further, even if no one else will help us."

"You are absolutely right," Clara agreed.  "Well, we know that Pauline is currently in possession of the mummy's heart."

"I propose we go meet Phineas Stokeman's friend and inform her that her patron may have placed her life at great risk."

"And if she is possessed," said Clara, looking at the newspaper, "let us pray that she still retains enough humanity to care that she may be killing people."

Chapter Twelve

The street was dark, lit only by the light spilling out of the bars and music halls.  This was not the neighborhood of Wesley's vaudeville.  A seedier clientele walked down the streets.  There were the beggars and whores expected in such an area, but also the well-dressed men who found the entertainment offerings of high society not titillating enough for their taste. The burlesque house was a beacon in the neighborhood, a glass of ale to a thirsty drunk, a lure of vices unwanted and yet desired.

Clara clung to Wesley's arm as she sidestepped a sodden drunk vomiting in the gutter.  Wesley murmured, "This may not be a place you would like yourself to be seen."

"I cannot stay out here unescorted," she replied as a harlot looked her over from head-to-toe.  Clara lifted her chin.  "Anyone I might know who made the unfortunate decision to frequent this establishment would be as aware of the delicateness of their own reputation.  Besides, we go inside to save, not to savor."

Wesley squeezed her hand bracingly and then led her around to the rear of the theater.  A sleepy man sat guard, nodding off in his chair by the stage door.  From the smell of his breath, he was a friend of spirits, too, but of a different sort.

"Excuse me," said Wesley cheerfully.  "We have been invited backstage to meet with Pauline."

The guard gave him an uninterested look.  "She didn't say nothing to me about her havin' guests."

"How very odd," said Wesley, taking several bills from his fold and holding them out to the guard.  "Are you sure she said nothing?"

The guard smiled and pointedly took the money from Wesley's gloved hand.  "Well, how could I have forgotten?  This old head of mine, it would forget me ol' mum.  Pauline was just telling me how much she was looking forward to seeing you."  And then he opened the door for Wesley and Clara.

Backstage, the theater was cramped and worn.  Painted flats leaned against the walls.  The floor was covered in a fine dusting of sawdust and dirt.  A rough looking gentleman smoking a cigar stood by a pegged railing to raise and lower the curtains and backdrops as needed.  Scantily clad bodies in robes and underthings rushed by Clara and Wesley to get in place for their cue.

Wesley grabbed the bare arm of one of the girls and asked, "We're looking for Pauline?"

The girl jerked her head towards a staircase.  "Down in her dressing room."

Wesley let go of her and steered Clara down the dimly-lit stairs into a long hallway which wound warren-like beneath the stage.  There was a room with a star on the door which read 'Pauline'.

Wesley glanced at Clara to make sure she was ready before he knocked.

"Come in!" came a rough, feminine answer.

Wesley opened the door.  The room had a table covered in jars of rouge and face paint.  A large vase of flowers sat at the end.  A dressing screen was at the far end of the room and a petite girl with long, wavy black hair hanging loose to her waist emerged from behind it, tying a golden toga in place.

"Whaddya want?" she asked sharply.  "I gotta get on stage in five minutes."

"We apologize for taking up your time..." Clara began.

"Aw, you ain't one of them do-gooders, here to tell me the error of my ways, are ya?" she said as she plunked herself down on a chair to tie the ribbons of her sandals.

"No," Wesley assured her.  "We are friends of Phineas Stokeman."

"Oh, Phineas," she said, spinning around to touch up her lip color.  She jerked her fingers towards the roses.  "Tell him thanks for the flowers."

"We actually come inquiring about another gift that he gave you," said Clara.  "An urn.  With an Egyptian flair."

"Yeah, he gave that to me," said Pauline.

"We are afraid that there has been some confusion and we must ask for it—"

"I ain't givin' nothing back!" said Pauline, pointing her brush at them.  "He gave that to me fair and square.  I kept up my end of the bargain.  If he wants it back, too bad."

"We are happy to recompense you—" Wesley tried to interject.

"Recompense nothing.  I might be an actress, but I ain't no whore.  Not everything is for sale."

There was an odd fierceness to her manner, a glint in her eyes that made Clara shudder.  This was no mere attachment to a love token.  The mummy's heart wanted her to keep it.  

"But truly we have something we might offer in exchange," Clara suggested.

"There ain't enough money in the whole world to make me give it up," said Pauline getting up coldly.  Her manner was a regal as the Egyptian queen she was dressed as.  "Now, if you will excuse me, I gotta get onstage.  Show yourself out."  She opened up her door and pointedly indicated that Wesley and Clara were no longer welcome.

She slammed the door behind them.

"Well, that could not have gone worse," said Clara.

Chapter Thirteen

"Phineas, you must believe us," urged Wesley.  "Pauline is in great danger.  If there is anything about her that you care for, you must aid us in securing the return of the heart."

The man looked skeptical and placed his tea cup down upon the low, marble-topped table between them.  Failing the night before with Pauline, Clara and Wesley decided the only course of action was to appeal once more to Phineas, and found themselves that afternoon practically forcing their way in.

Clara tried to hammer home the danger.  "We were there the night that Lord Oroberg died.  We saw what happened.  Violet was possessed by some creature, some creature tied to this heart, and it led her on a murderous rampage."

Phineas got up and walked to the window, his hands clasped behind his back.  He tugged on the curtains to make sure not a single sunbeam entered the room.  Finally he spoke, "I have spent my entire life studying the science of possession—"

Wesley interrupted him, "There is no science about it."

"But perhaps there is!" said Phineas, opening up his arms, inviting them to see the possibilities.  "What is science?  A controlled, recorded sequence of events which leads to the same outcome over and over again.  What we have here is a woman who came into contact with this urn, and responded with possession.  Another woman came into possession of this urn, and now you say she is possessed, too?  Will she go on the same rampage?  If we gave it to your friend Mrs. O'Hare, would she respond in kind?  What are the variables?  What is it about this object that turns its owner to such evil?"

"I assure you I have no idea," said Wesley.  "But can you endanger people's lives for this answer?"

Phineas sat down.  "But perhaps no one needs be endangered at all."

"What?" said Wesley.  "What could you possibly mean?"

"You, Mr. Lowenherz, are a medium of some repute."

Wesley shifted uncomfortably in his chair.  "This is true."

"What if this power this... spirit... seeks not to destroy at all but merely to be heard?  What if in reaching out to the spiritual plane, we could end this curse for all time?"

"What are you getting at?" asked Wesley, clearly perfectly aware of the direction of this conversation.

"A séance," said Phineas.  "A simple joining of hands around a circle.  Let us see if we can contact this creature, find out what it wants, find out if it will merely attach itself to another object, or if in fact, it is bound to this heart and all that it requires is to be returned to its body."

"Could we not return it to its body, and if that fails to stop the murders, then attempt a séance?" asked Clara.

"But think of all the time lost in trying to find the new master, the new owner of the offending object.  Think of all the lives you put at risk by not investigating this matter fully."

"I hardly think..." began Wesley.

Phineas held up his hand.  "I see that you have some misgivings.  Let me tempt you.  Hold this séance.  Speak to this otherworldly creature.  Satisfy my curiosity.  And when it is done, the urn shall be yours."

"It is a great risk," said Clara, looking worriedly at Wesley.

"And what risk is there?" asked Phineas.  "We know the person you believe the spirit has possessed, my dear Pauline.  When she arrives, we can take necessary precautions.  All of the deaths occurred because the members there were taken unaware.  We shall have complete control of the situation.  And once we discover from this spirit exactly what it needs to be led to rest, the problem shall be no more.  Surely this is a much safer course than blindly setting about the same task and learning that with your one chance, you did it wrong.  Surely."

His logic was persuasive.  Wesley leaned forward, "Fine.  We shall do it."

Phineas stood.  "Good!  Good!  Let us not delay!  I shall speak to Pauline tonight, and by tomorrow this entire matter shall be put to rest."

Wesley and Clara rose and made their goodbyes.  Once out on the street, Clara looked at Wesley like she had never seen him before in her life.  "Why would you place me at such great risk?" she asked.

"Whatever do you mean, Clara?" Wesley asked confused.

"You do not speak with ghosts," she pointed out.  "I do."

Wesley seemed defeated.  "I know, my darling, I know.  But we shall not be using your skill at all."

"What?"

"This is the only way to secure that heart.  Think.  He promised that we shall have the heart after this experience.  So, we go and I shall say that the spirit demands the heart be returned to the body.  We regain the heart, and that shall be that."

Clara could not believe that Wesley could be so thick headed.  "But don't you see? Whether you put words in the spirit's mouth or not, that does not change the fact that I shall see the spirit.  I shall hear the spirit."

"Clara," said Wesley gravely, "I do not trust Mr. Stokeman.  I almost feel that if he should learn of the one way to silence this force, he would do his utmost to destroy it, that he will do whatever it takes to keep the spirit here."

"That is absurd," said Clara.  "He would be a madman!"

"He does not know this spirit the way that you and I do.  He does not see its power.  And I fear he underestimates the danger.  I shall pose the questions to the spirit tonight.  If you can hear the answer, find out its wants without interference from Mr. Stokeman, I feel that we will all rest safer."

Clara thought to herself that perhaps Wesley was underestimating the danger, too.

Chapter Fourteen

"You are sure that I am needed here?" asked Dr. Van Flemming.  "That you are unable to handle this matter on your own?"

"Quite," said Wesley as they disembarked the cab in front of Phineas Stokeman's foreboding house.  "We are definitely unable to proceed without you."

They walked up the pathway.  Clara hooked her hand in the crook of Dr. Van Flemming's arm in case he decided to turn tail and run.

It seemed foolish to even bring him along, but Wesley reminded Clara that they needed someone who could verify the urn was in fact the correct urn, and if so, who better to escort her to Dr. Van Flemming's basement with the heart than Dr. Van Flemming himself?

Wesley posed the invitation as a challenge.  He stated the truth, that Phineas wanted to test the scientific foundation of this possession, but used Dr. Van Flemming's desire for flattery to win him over.

"Phineas would like an uninterested party to verify that I am not all smoke and mirrors, that there is truth behind what we do.  He knows that you, of all people, are capable of seeing through trickery and would not hesitate to speak up."

Wesley decided not to point out that if everything went to plan, everything would be trickery and absolutely nothing supernatural would be occurring.

They knocked at the door and the silent butler opened the door and ushered them in.  Phineas was in his drawing room and turned as if delighted to see them there.  "My dear Dr. Van Flemming!  So glad you could join us and bring a clear eye to our evening's events.  It seems ages.  And of course Mrs. O'Hare and Mr. Lowenherz."

Seated in a chair in the far corner of the room was Pauline.  Her gown was of gold and fringe and showed her figure off to best advantage.  She looked utterly put out to have been there, but rose to put forth the least amount of effort to welcome Mr. Stokeman's guests.

"Pauline!" whispered Dr. Van Flemming.  His face paled as he looked upon her, as if all of the air in the room had been sucked away.

There was a momentary flicker of apprehension on Pauline's face, which fled so fast, it could have been mistaken for a shadow of the candlelight, but Clara was not fooled.

"Have we met before?" she asked, extending her hand to Dr. Van Flemming.

He stammered, "Yes!  You must...”  He stopped himself.  “I apologize.  I am behaving foolishly.  We were acquainted in the past."

She shrugged her shoulders, "I'm so busy.  It is hard to remember where I've been after a glass or two of champagne."

But Clara was struck by the hollowness of her words.  Pauline remembered everything.  Clara was sure of it.  So what was her game?  Why did she pretend to be a stranger?  Surely nothing so pedestrian as estranged lovers?  There was something else there, something desperate and primal.

Clara looked closer at Pauline, at this woman she pigeonholed as an enemy to prepare against.  Could it be this young woman knew things were amiss and attempted to find the information to set things right?

"Perhaps we should begin," said Wesley.

Phineas gave him a polite nod of the head and then directed everyone into the parlor.  A table was set up in the middle and Clara could not help but to think of the séance which had gone so disastrously wrong in Lord Oroberg's house.

The table was covered in a dark colored cloth.  A candelabra, tambourine, and horn sat in the center surrounding the urn.  Clara could not believe it was just sitting there, so normally, as if it did not hold the secrets to a murderous curse.  It was a piece of polished stone, shaped like a ginger jar, but smaller.  It had a lid made of the same material, but the lid was shaped like the head of an Egyptian woman.  Clara tried to sense if there was anything unnatural about it, but felt nothing.  She was interrupted when Wesley finished lighting the candles and then sat, indicating they should all take hands.

Phineas looked at the group.  "I am afraid that the slightest touch is excruciating to me.  My bones are so brittle."

"The circle must be kept intact to protect us from any unfriendly spirits," Wesley explained.  "Perhaps if we place our hands palm up, you could rest yours atop ours and we shall not grip at all?"

"That would be acceptable," said Phineas, putting on his gloves before doing as instructed.

Wesley let his eyes roll into the back and let his head loll back as if in prayer.  Now knowing him as well as she did, Clara could almost not help but laugh at his theatrics.

"Spirits from the great beyond, we call you to our side!  Give us some sign that you are here!" Wesley cried.

The tambourine gave a little shake, but then the flames around them began to flicker.  Clara looked around the room worriedly.  This was not in their plan.  Wesley caught her eye and tried to calm her.  The others at the table looked at the candles with interest, but did not understand the true implications of their sputtering.

Wesley tried to refocus the group and called out again.  "We are looking for a woman who lived long ago, a queen in Egypt who has been walking the world without rest since the day she died!"

The lights went out completely and Pauline screamed.  And then, just as suddenly as they were plunged into darkness, the candles relit themselves.

"I see her," Clara whispered, her eyes wide with fear, trained upon the shadowy figure standing behind Pauline.  The spirit was as dark as night, dressed in a golden headdress and gown like Cleopatra.  She gave off a cold, unworldly, blue glow.

"Who?  Who do you see?" urged Phineas.

"I see nothing!" declared Dr. Van Flemming.

"I see her, too!" said Wesley staring off into space, trying to take their attention off of Clara and onto him.  "A woman!  In Egyptian dress.  Tell us, oh mighty queen, what is it that you desire?"

But Pauline was staring straight at Clara with hate burning in her eyes.  The ghost behind controlled her like a puppet.  Pauline's lips moved as the woman hissed, "Give me back my heart..."

Clara screamed and Pauline stood up shouting at her, "GIVE ME BACK MY HEART!"

Clara stood, but did not break the circle.

"YOU THOUGHT YOU COULD ESCAPE ME BY KILLING MY VASSAL?  ETERNAL LIFE SHALL BE OURS!"

And then Pauline fell into a dead faint.

As did Clara.

And the entire room was pitched into darkness once again.

"Lights!  Lights!" cried Phineas. 

At once, his butler entered with an oil lamp and long wooden matches.  He set about the parlor, lighting the extinguished candles.

Wesley rushed to Clara's side as she started to stir.  She raised her hand to her head.  "Oh!  I seem to have hit myself on the table," she confessed, wincing.

Wesley gently aided her to a sitting position.  Clara was surprised to see Dr. Van Flemming tending to Pauline with the utmost care and reverence.  The actress had not yet roused.

"Could we get some smelling salts?" Dr. Van Flemming begged the butler.  "A glass of water?  Anything?"

There was urgency to his voice and Clara and Wesley exchanged glances.  Something ran much deeper between these two than they were letting on.

Wesley helped Clara to stand.  Phineas Stokeman was standing back, impotently patting his hands upon the soft tails of his coat.  "Oh, is Mrs. O'Hare well?" he asked.  "I would be most distressed if she came to harm because of my experiment."

Clara nodded grimly.  "I am fine, but I am afraid that I must beg your pardon and excuse myself early."

"Of course!  Of course!" Phineas said.  He called over to his butler, "Please, get Mrs. O'Hare's things.  And see to it that a cab is waiting as soon as she leaves."

"Thank you," she murmured, leaning heavily upon Wesley.

She admired Wesley's singular thought.  While she was too startled by recent events to think of much else, he said to Phineas, "There is a little matter of exchange.  Lives have been put at risk here, and it is imperative that we do not falter from our course.  I must ask you for the urn and the heart now."

Phineas waved at the urn on the table.  "Please!  Take it!  Rid me of that foul thing before it does any more harm!"

Wesley leaned Clara gently against one of the tall chairs, waiting until she had steadied herself before he walked over to the table.  He picked up the urn and an odd look crossed his face.  He shook it slightly, listening for a rattle.  He took the lid off and his face fell in defeat.  "It is empty."

"Of course it's empty," said Pauline.  Ill-tempered, she was awake and allowing Dr. Van Flemming to help her to her feet.  "There was some nasty bit of dried something in there.  Probably someone's lunch.  I threw it away."

Clara felt her knees go out from beneath her.  The heart was gone!  The curse would live!  Wesley rushed over to her side and placed his arm around her waist to hold her up.

"I am afraid Mrs. O'Hare is unwell and I should get her home," he said.  "My apologies for cutting the evening short."

"Go!  Go!" said Phineas.  "Travel safe.  We shall get to the bottom of this mystery if we die trying!  That I promise!" 

Chapter Fifteen

Clara rested on a settee in her parlor with a cloth over her eyes.  Where she hit her head had left a terrible lump.  

Nan tsked at her as she switched out the cloth with a colder one. "Such danger you placed yourself in, Clara."

"Oh, Nan," Clara sighed.  "I fear I have failed.  Not only is the curse still alive and strong...”  She paused and then confessed a deeper truth.  “I hoped that if we found a way to vanquish your murderer, you and Willard would finally find the peace and rest you so rightly deserve."

"Peace?  Tush.  What should I do with eternal rest?  Give me ten minutes with my feet up and that's all the rest I need," Nan said.

"Do you get tired?" asked Clara, taking off the compress so that she could look at Nan properly.  "I mean, now that you no longer are bound by the physical demands of the body, do you still feel tired or rested or elated or sad?"

"Ah, me, you foolish girl, I feel just the same as the day I died.  Perhaps a little stronger.  I can carry things now I couldn't before.  But otherwise, I feel just like I never left the mortal world."

"Do you miss living?" Clara asked.

Nan took the washcloth out of Clara's hands and placed it back upon her brow.  "Oh, I miss the company, but now that you're here, you give me enough excitement to keep my days full."

The bell to the front door rang.

"That must be Wesley," said Clara, slowly sitting upright.

"Don't you be letting that man get you into anymore scrapes, or else I'll be serving him up a warm piece of my mind," Nan chided as she took the washcloth.

"I will make sure to let him know," smiled Clara.  "Thank you."

Just as Nan was walking out, the door opened and Willard announced, "Mr. Phineas Stokeman to see you, ma'am."

Clara rose, alarmed by what could possibly have caused him to come see her.  The tall, gangly man with the oily black hair walked in.  Every inch of his pale skin was covered in black, except his face, which was guarded with a hat, dark glasses, and a muffler.

"Willard, would you close the blinds for Mr. Stokeman?" Clara asked realizing how taxing it must have been for Phineas to come all this way.

"Of course, ma'am," her butler replied.

As he was shutting the curtains, eventually enough darkness was reached that Phineas could remove his dark glasses and look at Clara without blinking.  She began to rise to greet him.

"Sit!  Sit!" he said.  He held out a bouquet of flowers awkwardly.  "I apologize for dropping in like this, but I came to see how you were doing.  May I come in?"

"Of course," said Clara, turning to Willard.  "Willard, would you take those flowers and put them in some water?"

The butler took the bouquet and held it at arm's length as he walked out of the room.  Clara motioned to Phineas to take a seat.  Her head was beginning to pound already with the exertion.  "Please.  Can I offer you anything to eat or drink?"

He waved the offer off.  "No, I would not think of imposing.  Indeed, I have imposed too much!  My conscious felt terrible that I had been the one to suggest the séance, and then that it led to you being injured.  I was awake all night.  Tell me, Mrs. O'Hare, are you recovered?"

She tried to smile.  "I am afraid that I shall have a lump on my head, but other than that, I am fine.  Thank you for your concern."

Phineas sat forward and wet his narrow lips nervously.  Clara began to get the sense that there was an ulterior motive to his call.  She sat back, waiting patiently as he figured out the most delicate way to broach the subject. 

"Did you really see the ghost of an Egyptian queen last night?" he asked with great interest.

"I did," she replied, suppressing the shiver that coursed through her body when she thought of it.  "She was standing over Pauline.  It may have only been a trick, but it seemed to have been influencing her."

"Did she say what she wanted?" asked Phineas.  "I mean, besides the words that Pauline seemed to channel?"

"No," replied Clara.  "Nothing more at all."

"It really was an astonishing evening," said Phineas.  He stared down at his balled fists as if embarrassed. "I hope you won't mind me saying so, but you seem even a stronger medium than Wesley Lowenherz."

"Oh no," said Clara, the warning bells clanging in her mind.  "Mr. Lowenherz is quite stronger than me.  I assure you.  I am quite positive that it was he that created a connection strong enough that a widow like me thought she saw something."  Clara began to sidestep and babble.  "As a matter of fact, I am not so sure I saw anything at all.  I saw a dark shadow, which really, all shadows are dark.  It very well could have been Pauline's shape being cast by the firelight.  Indeed, now that I think about it in the light of day, I am sure that is what I saw." 

"You are probably right," Phineas agreed jovially.  "In the atmosphere your Mr. Lowenherz created, it is a wonder that all of us did not begin seeing ghosts."

He and Clara shared a laugh, but she had the feeling his mirth was as false as hers.  He reached into his coat pocket and pulled out a box.  "I hope you will not feel this is too forward, Mrs. O'Hare, but I felt so dreadful about last night.  Please accept this gift for what it is, merely an apology for the distress you have endured."

He held out the box.  Clara gave him another stiff smile, hoping he was not about to embarrass himself with some display of affection she could not return.  "You shouldn't have."

"Please, I would like for you to have it.  It is nothing.  A trifle, but something that I hope you will enjoy."

Clara relented and took the box.  She opened it up and inside was a simple necklace with an ornamental scarab hanging from the chain.

"They say that these creatures protect the heart from being stolen," Phineas explained.  "The mummies we found almost always contained one upon the chest bone.  I felt as if after last night and the loss of the heart due to some silly showgirl's carelessness, it would be appropriate."

Clara smiled ruefully. "It is very kind of you," she said, and then laughed, "and indeed, quite appropriate."

"Put it on!" said Phineas.

Obligingly, she took the chain and placed it over her head.  

Suddenly, the room began to spin.

"Oh my," she said, gripping the arm of the sofa.  "I'm afraid that I must have hit my head much harder than I originally thought.  I'm afraid I am feeling a little faint."

Phineas rose in alarm.  "Of course!  I shall not keep you.  Shall I call your butler?"

She shook her head.  "I shall be just fine."

"Don't get up!  Please!" he said as she struggled to stand, but her knees buckled and she slumped onto the ground.  He ran over and took her arm, wincing in pain at the touch, and then helped guide her back to her seat.

"You should not have done that," said Clara.  "What with your condition—"

"My condition is nothing," he said, cutting her off, "if you were injured once more on my watch..."  He then paused, as if seeing her for the first time.  "I do say, Mrs. O'Hare, you are a handsome woman."

She tried to wave him off, the room continuing its spin.  She couldn't even think straight enough to rebuff this compliment.  The most she could come up with was, "I am a widow, sir, and still in mourning."

Phineas stopped her.  "No!  That was not my intention with such a comment.  How utterly embarrassing to cause you injury first in body and then make you think I would take advantage of you in this state.  No!"  He sat down to explain awkwardly, "I am a photographer.  You saw my pictures of Violet and Pauline.  I took those photographs of the dig site which were presented at Dr. Mallfeld's lecture."

"You knew of the lecture?" said Clara.  "Were you there?"

Phineas shook his head.  "Alas, I am afraid that Dr. Mallfeld and I did not part on the friendliest of terms, and I did not want that evening to be the first time we became reacquainted.  I hold him no ill will.  You must believe me.  But I was greatly pleased to hear that he displayed my photographs for the public to see.  I hope someday to change the world with my photography."

"How interesting," said Clara, politely, still not sure what he was getting at.

"It is just that as I looked down at you in that moment, there was an air about you.  Something... well, something that needs to be captured.  Tell me, Mrs. O'Hare, have you ever had your picture taken?"

"No," she said.  "No, I can't say that I have." 

"That is a tragedy," he said.  "I hope you will not think me too forward, but would you perhaps consider sitting for me?  Allowing me to photograph you?"

Clara could barely think of a response, the world was spinning so badly.  It was a strange request.  A bizarre request.  "I couldn't possibly," she replied.

"Please say you will!"

"I couldn't..." she protested, but even as she did so, she had a harder and harder time remembering why she was so resistant to the idea.

"I would provide you with a print.  It would make such a lovely gift to Mr. Lowenherz this holiday season."

The thought of Wesley made the world stop spinning for just a moment.  She clung to it before being ripped away into the spinning sensation once again.  She leaned back her head on to the couch and whispered, just to make Phineas go away, "Of course," she replied.  "Of course."

He gripped the brim of his hat in delight.  "Wonderful!  Wonderful.  I shall be in touch shortly to schedule a sitting.  Thank you, Mrs. O'Hare!  You have made me so happy!" He put on his glasses.  "I shall show myself out.  Thank you again!"

Clara closed her eyes, letting herself slip into the darkness of sleep.  She should have said "no", but it was impossible... impossible...

Chapter Sixteen

Clara and Wesley sat in Dr. Van Flemming's untidy office, waiting for him to arrive.

"You are looking pale, my dear," Wesley observed with concern.

Clara raised her hand to her forehead.  "Yes, my darling.  I have not felt myself since yesterday.  I believe all of the excitement may have strained my nerves.  Or perhaps being out in the night air the past few days have given me a chill."

Before Wesley could reply, Dr. Van Flemming walked in and sat down in his chair sternly.  "You all were indeed the showmen and I am quite ashamed to have taken part in such foolery.  Egyptian curses indeed!  Why, that was nothing but an actress pulling one over in a bit of playacting."

"I assure you," Wesley began, "that there was nothing playacting—"

"You mean to tell me this woman," Dr. Van Flemming pointed his finger at Clara, "saw the ghost of an Egyptian queen in a room controlling Pauline... I mean... a known actress of the lowest caliber?  Pauline was merely trifling with your sympathies and I cannot believe you fell for it."  The flush that crossed Dr. Van Flemming's face told the tale that his sympathies had fallen for Pauline's trifling more than he would like to admit.

"I am sure it seems unbelievable—" said Wesley.

"I do not take lightly to being taken for a fool."

"Please, Dr. Van Flemming," Clara said.  Her soft voice and the toll it took for her to speak up caused the men to stop their bickering.  "Obviously you are right that something is not as it seems."

"As I was saying," he said, giving an approving nod that Clara was so sensible.

"But I did see something, and this something seemed to have possessed Violet and Pauline!” she insisted.  “If it is not supernatural, then there must be a logical explanation.  Won't you help us to discover the cause?  We do not ask that you believe the events of such a bizarre evening, but surely there is a root cause of these mass hallucinations.  Only a man of science such as yourself holds the key to the answers."

Dr. Van Flemming sat back in his chair and heaved a great sigh.  "I cannot turn my back on such a plea."

"Thank you," Clara responded, her speech taking almost all of her energy from her.  She leaned heavily upon the arm of her chair.

"How did you know Pauline?" Wesley asked.

"She was always a vain creature." Dr. Van Flemming looked out the window.  "I met her at the burlesque.  In fact, the night I first met her was the happiest night of my life.  She began seeing me, thinking that somehow I, with my mind full of scientific knowledge, could reverse the aging process, could keep her young forever.  Her signature Egyptian performance?  It was because of the mummy downstairs.  Pauline became convinced that the Egyptians unlocked the secrets to eternal youth.  She had already stolen my heart before I realized that it was not me, but my knowledge, that she was after.  It was then that she and Phineas struck up their... friendship.  He, by all reports, should be dead.  His biological diseases are all fatal, and yet, he lives and does not seem to age."  Dr. Van Flemming stopped himself, embarrassed.  "She tried to come to see me about a week ago.  Sent a message.  Said that she was being haunted by dreams of Egyptians.  Said she felt like some sort of evil curse had wound itself around her.  Poor girl seemed delusional.  She asked if there were any items in ancient Egyptian culture to counter such curses."

"And what did you tell her?" asked Wesley.

"That she was reading too many ghost stories.  And after seeing her performance last night, the way she frightened Mrs. O'Hare here to the brink of feminine strength, well... I believe I made the right decision to send her away."

Clara stopped him.  "If this is all in her head," she said, knowing that it was not and the curse was very real, "sometimes the suggestion of a cure can change a person's health.  Is there anything in the ancient texts to counter such curses?"

"There are no such things as curses!  Thus nothing to counter!" Dr. Van Flemming erupted in exasperation. 

"But on a mythological level..."

"If you want to avoid opening up an ancient Egyptian curse, don't go opening up any ancient Egyptian tombs," Dr. Van Flemming stated with finality.

"Was there a curse on the tomb that you opened?" demanded Clara with the last remains of her strength.

"This is preposterous..."

"Please, just humor us," said Wesley.  "Do you have any photographs or drawings of your dig site?  Something we could compare the artifacts in your basement to in order to see if there are any differences or clues."

Dr. Van Flemming rose. "I may be many things, but unorganized, I am not."  He tripped over a pile of books and knocked over a stack of papers on his way to the bookshelf.  He took down a large scrapbook, brought it over to the desk, and opened the pages to the photographs of the mummy's sarcophagus.  

"It looks like there is some damage here," said Clara, pointing to the face of a statue.

"Ah!" pontificated Dr. Van Flemming, only too happy to correct her.  "That is indeed what you would think.   The ancient Egyptians kept their works unfinished.  They believed if you completed a painting or sculpture, it would bind the subject's soul to the object."  He grumbled as he peered closer at the picture.  "That damned Dr. Mallfeld thought our mummy would look much better if he corrected the unfinished bits and painted them on himself."

"What did you say?" asked Wesley slowly.  "He completed an unfinished object which might have bound a soul?"

Dr. Van Flemming closed the book.  "Now, if you are going to get started on this idea of a curse again and tell me that a bit of paint unleashed a terrible power..."

"Please, Dr. Van Flemming," Clara responded.  "Could we not lift a bit of the paint from the mummy, just to see if it might help?"

"My good madam," he said rising.  "I fear that this illness which has struck you has made you take leave of your senses.  I advise you to go home and lie down."

"But please, can we not try?"

"I will not further damage this ancient artifact for the sake of some foolish notion you have gotten into your head!  And so I say, good day to you.  May I show you out?"

Clara and Wesley rose, knowing that it would be foolhardy to push any further, and headed for the door.  

"Thank you very much for your time," Wesley said.  "We apologize for any distress our inquiries might have caused."

Dr. Van Flemming seemed to soften a little.  "None at all.  But please do not reduce the important work and studies I do to flim-flammery."

"I assure you that was not the reason for our questioning."

Dr. Van Flemming looked over at Clara, who was leaning heavily upon Wesley's arm, and softened.  "Take Mrs. O'Hare home.  When she is feeling better, come back and we can discuss this further."

"Thank you," said Wesley, gently guiding Clara down the sidewalk.  "We appreciate your generosity."

Wesley hailed a cab and helped guide Clara inside.  She clutched his hand gratefully as she leaned her head against the back of the padded seat and closed her eyes.

"My darling," he said, wiping her feverish brow.  "You seem increasingly unwell."

"I do not know what has come over me," she replied.  "Phineas Stokeman came to my house earlier to see how I was faring after the séance, and it was then I started feeling ill."

He pressed the back of her hand to his lips and kept it clasped in his as the cab gently rocked down the road.

Clara finally spoke, her eyes still closed. "It is so strange that Mr. Stokeman and Dr. Van Flemming both knew Violet and Pauline."

"Have you been thinking this whole time?" chided Wesley good-naturedly.  "And here I thought I should keep quiet so that you could sleep."

"It is no use," Clara said.  "I could not quiet my mind if I wanted to.  Too much has happened and I fear that some terrible event marches closer to us every day."

"Don't fret about that now, Clara," Wesley said tenderly.  "Just rest.  Feel better.  Soon you will be fit as a fiddle and we can solve this blasted mystery."

"If the ghost controlling Pauline wanted the heart so greatly, why would Pauline have thrown it away?" Clara murmured, as she began to drift off to sleep despite her own protests.  “I wonder if Pauline ever had the heart at all...”

Wesley stroked her hand and rested his lips against her brow.

Chapter Seventeen

The sun was shining in Clara's room.  Opening her eyes caused sharp spikes of pain.  Her head was pounding as if a hundred drummers were beating rhythm on the inside of her skull.  Her mouth was parched.  Her eyes were dry.

"Whatever could be the matter?" Clara whispered to herself.

She slowly sat up and hung her legs over the side of her bed.  Nan knocked gently and then opened the door.  She seemed surprised to see Clara awake.

"Up and about already?" she said.  "I would have thought you would have slept until noon with the busy days you have been having."

"Oh, I wish I could have," said Clara.  "I feel quite out of sorts."

Nan looked at the scarab necklace hanging around Clara’s neck.  "Tsk!  Wore your jewelry to bed, dear?  That's an easy way to lose things in the bedclothes."

Clara touched it.  "How strange...  I thought for sure I had taken it off last night."

"Odd," said Nan.  "You were looking so peaked, you probably just forgot."

"Just so," said Clara.  She stood and then sat back down again.  "Oh, Nan.  I am afraid I am not feeling well enough to come down for breakfast."

Concerned, Nan came over and helped Clara get her legs back under the covers.  "Don't you worry a thing about such foolishness," she said.  "You staying in bed will give us time to give the dining room a good cleaning out.  Now, you just rest here.  I'll bring you some breakfast as soon as it is done.  You've been pushing yourself so hard, it is no wonder that you are not feeling well.  Today, you'll do nothing but rest.  I'll get you some books from the library, and we'll give your body a little time to recover from all this excitement."

Clara nodded in agreement, unable to come up with the energy to even feign protest.  "Could you get me my writing box?  I'd like to send Wesley a message to let him know I am not feeling well."

Nan smiled as she tucked Clara in.  "He is a special gentleman, isn't he?" noted Nan conspiringly.

"That is he," said Clara, finding her cheeks strangely warm.  "I care for him a great deal."

"I always liked him," said Nan.  "Ever since Minnie came to work for us, he would drop by to say hello.  Such a caring young man, looking out for her with such kindness."  Pointedly, she added, "I see him looking out for you with such kindness, too."

"Indeed," replied Clara tenderly.  "It is strange that after Thomas's death, I thought I would never love again.  And yet, somehow, Wesley was able to break through all of that darkness."

Nan sat down on the bed.  "That's the thing about love, my dear.  It comes when you least expect it, when you least want it, and when you have sworn to yourself you're done with such foolish dealings, POOF!  There is Mr. Wonderful standing right in front of you, stealing your heart away."

"Affection is such a strange thing."

"Here you can sit here seeing ghosts and hunting down curses, and yet find yourself having a hard time believing you could be struck by love again?  I'd say that you have seen stranger things."

Clara laughed.  "Well, if you put it in that light..."

"Enjoy it, dear," Nan encouraged.  "These things soon fade to comfort and we think back upon the heady days of infatuation with such fondness.  Eat it up."

"I shall," promised Clara, Nan's words settling truthfully in her heart.

"And speaking of eating up, let me get your breakfast!" said Nan rising quickly.  "You must be starving and here I'm talking your ear off."

Clara stopped her.  "It is wonderful to have someone to talk to," said Clara.

"For me, too, dear," said Nan.  "The years have been so quiet with just Willard, Minnie, and me, and no one else paying us mind."

"I am sorry that Minnie has not been back," said Clara.  "I know she was your friend.  I hope she is not lost."

"Oh!  Perhaps she has just moved on and doesn’t have to haunt this old house anymore,” Nan said in half-jest.

"I shall try my best to figure out how to give you rest,” Clara promised, earnestly.

Nan shook her head.  "There is no rush.  Now that we have a family to take care of again, the hours pass quickly and I feel like I have purpose.  And no creaking bones or joint pain when doing the washing now!  Funny how when you're dead, you feel the exact opposite of dead tired."

Clara laughed.

"Speaking of, you close your eyes.  Don't want to push you so hard you cross before your time.  Rest!  I'll be back with breakfast before you even notice I'm gone."

"Thank you, Nan," said Clara.  "Thank you for taking such good care of me."

"It is my pleasure," she replied as she shut the door.

Clara leaned her head back against the pillow.  The room began spinning.  

Suddenly, she clutched the bedclothes.  There was a force.  A great force.  It felt as if someone had grabbed her ankles and was trying to drag her out of the bed and onto the floor. She opened her mouth to scream, but nothing came out.  She grabbed the bedpost as her legs stretched towards the window.  Her hand slipped.

The scarab strained against her neck in the opposite direction.  It felt as if the thong might cut through her neck.  She grabbed it to release the pressure... and everything dropped and was still once more.

Clara looked around the room, terrified.  All appeared exactly as it should be.  She lay back, her hand wrapped around the turquoise necklace, feeling clear headed for the first time all morning.  Was it a dream?  Was she imagining things?  She felt her forehead, wondering if she had a fever.  An unnatural wave of exhaustion washed over her like she had been drugged, and she could not fight it.  She fell immediately asleep.

Chapter Eighteen

She awoke and it was morning again.  She did not know how long she had been asleep.  The door opened and Nan entered.  "You're awake!  You slept all day yesterday!"

Clara stretched.  "I must have needed it," she said.  "I feel extremely refreshed.  One hundred percent better."

"Oh, that is so good to hear.  You had me so worried," said Nan, coming in and placing a breakfast tray on the table beside Clara.  The poached eggs and toast smelled delicious this morning.  Clara reached over for her tea, feeling like she could take on the world.

"There is a message from Phineas Stokeman," said Nan, taking an envelope out of her apron pocket.  "I was going to write back and let him know you were not feeling well, but you seem to have survived the worst."

She handed it over, and Clara opened up the letter.  After giving it a quick read, she said to Nan, "It says he would like to meet this afternoon."

"Are you sure you are up for it?" asked Nan, worried.  "You shouldn't push yourself.  You had quite a spell there."

On the tray was a newspaper featuring a headline that another person had been killed.  Clara paused, finding her fingers gently playing with the cool scarab around her neck, tracing the hieroglyphs on the back. Whatever was killing these people would not stop, she thought.  Every day she lay in bed put people at risk.

"I think I shall go to see him," said Clara, feeling the rightness of it all growing.  "I really do feel like myself.  He may have more information and I would hate to think a single life was lost because of delay."

"Very well," said Nan.  "I shall send reply that you will join him."

Clara thought for a moment.  There was an urge, a compulsion, a thought which almost seemed not her own, but it was as welcome and warm as a spring day.  "And would you get something lovely for me to wear to my appointment?" she asked.  "Nothing in black.  Something fresh and light.  I feel so alive today, it seems wrong to swathe myself in death.  Something to reflect this wonderful mood." 

Nan gave her a smile.  "I'm glad to see you are coming out of mourning.  A woman as young as you shouldn't be hiding herself away from the world in sadness.  Will you be seeing Mr. Lowenherz this afternoon, too, then?"

"I... I don't know..." said Clara, her hand tight around the scarab.  Her mind suddenly having a very difficult time trying to remember why she might want to spend any more time in Wesley's company.  "Perhaps... I shall... surprise him..." she finished lamely.  It was like wading her way through mud to even remember Wesley's face.  Her mind kept turning to Phineas, kind Phineas, who she absolutely must see today. 

Nan looked at her strangely.  "Are you sure you're feeling well?"

"I am sure some fresh air will do me good," she tried to reassure.  She knew it was important for her to get out to see Phineas.  She must not let Nan's concern delay her from seeing him. Another thought popped into her head.  "Perhaps you could find something that might match this," she said, showing off the scarab.  "It is so lovely and new, and such a generous gift from Phineas.  I would like to show it off."

"Oh, we are on a first name basis, are we?" teased Nan, bemused.  "Well, I'll see what I can find.  I'm afraid I didn't see anything colorful in your things."

"Then send away for it!" said Clara, the need for the perfect dress suddenly the most important thing she could imagine.  "Purchase something from a store, whatever the cost!"

"My!" exclaimed Nan, pleasantly taken aback.  "You are serious about this, aren't you?"  

"It is a glorious new day, a new chapter in my life," said Clara.  Yes, that made sense, the voice in her head whispered.  A new day.  A new chapter.  The reasoning fell from her lips, surprising even her.  "A new frock is the perfect mark of this new step," she declared.

"Very well," said Nan before she left.  "Let me know when you would like me to send your note to Mr. Lowenherz."  She gave Clara a happy wink before she closed the door.  

Clara rolled over onto her side, her mind telling her how pleasant it would be to see Phineas.  She would stroll over to his house to show off her new gown.  What a joy it would be to see him again.  He had been so kind to come and visit her before.

Clara clutched the scarab.

The necklace was such a comfort.

Phineas was such a comfort.  

She relaxed into the rightness that her entire world would be so much better if she just did all she could to make Phineas happy.

Her fingers traced the hieroglyphs.

Chapter Nineteen

"My dear!" said Phineas welcoming her in.  "A joy to see you!  I am so glad you could come."

She smiled at him and looked around his house as if she had never seen it before.  Really, she thought, it was so elegant in its dark colors and muted tones.  There was such a regal sense to it, something deep and rich.

"I do not know if I have complimented you on your home before," said Clara.  "It is lovely."

"Thank you my dear," he said.  "And might I say, what a lovely gown of blue you are wearing."

Clara gave the skirts a happy swish, pleased that he noticed.

Phineas motioned that she should sit down upon the couch.  A tea service sat waiting for them with dark tea and cookies.  He lifted up the plate.  "Care for a refreshment?"

She held up her hand in polite refusal.  "I am quite fine."

"Are you sure you don't want a nibble?" he encouraged.  "It would please me so to hear what you think of them."

She looked at the plate and her mouth began to water.  Their shortbread shapes were so cunningly decorated.  A little cookie and a cup of tea.  What could be more pleasant?

"You have seen right through me," she replied, unable to resist.  "I confess... I confess I would like one very much."

He nodded.  "I thought you might change your mind.  Help yourself."

"Thank you," she said, taking one and putting it upon her plate.  She took a small bite.  There was a bitter taste.  But then she decided it was one of the most delicious things she had ever tasted.  "My!  Who is your baker? This is divine."

"Oh, just something we put together here in the kitchen," said Phineas, not taking a cookie for himself, but settling back with a cup of tea.  "So, my dear Mrs. O'Hare... may I call you Clara?"

Her voice stuck in her throat.  Her head felt strangely fuzzy.  She put down the cookie.  It seemed a bit forward to let him use her first name.  But she found herself saying, "Of course!  I thought you would never ask.  We have been through so much, it seems strange that we are not on a first name basis."

"Clara," he said.  "What a lovely name to go with such a lovely woman.  I have been thinking about the possibility of photographing you unending since we last parted.  Please, do me the favor today and let me take your picture?"

She knew, instinctively, that something was not right about his request, but her mind could not muddle through a good argument against his suggestion.  She could only manage a polite, "Oh, I am so unprepared."

"But you look so lovely in that dress.  Black was never your color.  How pleased I am to see you have shed your widow weeds for something so airy and light.  It shows off your necklace to such advantage.  I am flattered you would wear it."

"It pleases me greatly," she said, touching the scarab.  "I cannot remember a piece of jewelry I have liked so much as it.  In fact, the other night I thought I had taken it off before bed, yet found it around my neck the next morning.  I even dreamed some force tried to steal it, but I would not let it go."

Phineas laughed.  "You have made me very happy to hear that."  He placed his cup and saucer back down on the table and held his hand out to her to help her stand.  "Please, my dear, my photography room is set up and it will take less than a minute.  Won't you do me the honor?  A minute of your time is all I ask!"

She found herself rising and following him out of the room.  Her limbs seemed not her own.  A smile was frozen on her face which she could not shed.  Phineas’ butler opened the door to another room and she found herself in a portrait studio.  On one side was a backdrop of velvet curtains.  A chair sat before it.  A large camera on a tripod mount was focused upon the sitting area.

Phineas directed her to the chair expectantly.  It felt so right to do exactly what Phineas told her to do, Clara thought.  

She watched as he walked over to the camera, gazing upon her affectionately.  He began to disappear under the camera blanket, but stopped himself.  "Could you turn that lovely scarab necklace that I brought you around so that the hieroglyphs are showing? It is a unifying theme in all of my photographs. "

Clara reached up and turned it, casually asking, "What do these symbols mean?"

Phineas smiled.  "This particular one is the name of a queen.  The ancient Egyptians felt that the writing on a scarab was a binding force that united energy across space and time."

Clara looked at the lens of the camera as Phineas ducked under the cloth.

"And who all have you photographed with your scarabs?" she asked.

"Only two others," he said.  "Violet... and Pauline..."

A strange thought popped into Clara's head.  Something about what Dr. Van Flemming said.  The ancient artists never finished a painting or statue of someone because they believed a complete picture would bind the soul of a person to that object.  The only other people who had been photographed, who had a complete picture taken of their faces and bodies were Violet and Pauline.  Wearing a scarab with an inscription which would bind them to a queen.  Could it be the queen?  Was Phineas binding her to this circle?

"Wait!" she cried, standing up as the flash powder went off.

Phineas came out from beneath the blanket.  "My dear Mrs. O'Hare, I am afraid that you must remain utterly still in order for the picture to be taken properly."

Clara raised the scarab up.  "Tell me again what the symbols on this necklace represent."

"Only a name.  Now please, sit down."

"No!" Clara said, fighting the cloud in her mind which threatened to rob her of all will.  "No!  All the girls who we believe were possessed had one of these necklaces!  They were all photographed by you!  You are at the center of everything!"

Phineas paused, and then smiled.  "I was wondering if you would figure it out before I had a chance to bind your soul."

"What?" said Clara, her eyes widening in fear.

"You are ever so much cleverer than Violet and that actress Pauline."

"You were trying to turn me into another slave of the heart?"

"This is merely in the pursuit of science, my dear Mrs. O'Hare!  When Violet was possessed, it seemed quite the accident.  But then when Pauline became possessed, it seemed quite the coincidence.  I needed you in order to see if it was a pattern.  I needed you to see if the possession was only for the weak-minded.  And now you have disrupted the blind in my experiment.  I am afraid that you are no longer a worthy subject.  You must be disposed of."

Phineas took the pan which held the flash powder and began slowly making his way towards Clara, holding it like a shovel as if to strike her.

"No!" she cried as he took a swing.

The dizziness returned and with it, the desire to submit to Phineas was overwhelming.  But she fought, knowing in her heart her survival depended upon it.  With a force of will she did not even know she possessed, she ripped the scarab from her neck.  She was not yet strong enough to throw it away entirely, but thrust it into a pocket, and felt the compulsions ease.

She looked around frantically.  There seemed to be no windows to the room.  But she had seen windows occurring at regular intervals from the exterior.  Could they be hidden? 

She yanked back the velvet curtains of the backdrop and there was nothing.  She dodged as Phineas came at her again with the flash powder pan.  She picked up a chair and swung it at him as she yanked back the other side of the backdrop.

The door to the room opened and there was Phineas’ servant, silent and waiting.

"Hold her!" Phineas cried as she tried to make her escape.

There.  In the wall.  The glass was painted dark, but it was a window.  She flung the chair against it and the glass crashed and broke.  The light caused Phineas to cringe and jump backward.  

Ignoring the glass and trying not to let its jagged edges deter her, she climbed onto the ledge.  She felt the shards cut the fabric of her dress, but the fabric's thickness seemed to protect her from the worst.  She was on the second story, at least twelve feet up, and there was no easy escape—no trellises or tree limbs to climb down. 

Guarding his face with his arm, Phineas forced his head out of the window and shouted, "She is getting away!" 

Desperate, Clara decided to make the leap.  She stepped out into thin air.  For a split second, the ground was rushing towards her, and then she felt the painful impact.  Her ankle twisted beneath her, and she could not help but cry out. But she was alive and nothing seemed broken.  She began limping quickly towards the gate.

Hands wrapped around her waist and picked her up.  A meaty paw went over her mouth to keep her from making a noise.  She bit hard and he faltered.  It was Phineas’ servant.  She clawed and kicked, landing her heeled shoe in his shin.  But that didn't stop him.  He dragged her back into the house, and shut the door behind them with his foot.  She screamed, but no one came to help.  He threw her, silently, dispassionately, down upon the floor of the hallway.

She pulled herself up to her hands and knees.  Phineas was in front of her.  The servant was behind.  But there was a door to the side.  It was her only hope of escape.  She leapt to her feet and opened it.  It was stairs going down into some sort of a basement.  She prayed that perhaps it let to the kitchen and there would be a delivery entrance.  She raced in, slamming the door behind her.  There was a sliding lock and she threw it.  Immediately, she heard Phineas command his servant to throw his body against the door.

Down the stairs she ran and was deposited in a large room.  Sure enough, the basement held the kitchen, laundry, and servants' quarters.  It looked like it had not been used in decades.  Cobwebs and dirt covered every surface.

In the center of the kitchen, where downstairs staff should have taken their daily meals, was a candlelit table.  Three picture frames sat in a circle facing in.  Two were of Violet and Pauline.  The third was empty.  Between each of the frames was a scarab matching the one she wore.  In the center was a piece of ancient meat which looked like something left in the sun.

And then she realized what it was.  It was the queen's heart.

She heard a great crash and a sound like the servant was falling down the flight of stairs.  Moments after the crash, she could hear feet pounding down the stairway.

She grabbed the heart and she ran, opening up the rusted door of the service entrance, and out to freedom.

Chapter Twenty

A hansom cab was just turning the corner as she ran out to the street.  She hailed it desperately and did not even let it fully stop before she leapt in.  She shouted at the driver.  "Go!  Swiftly!  Go!"

She peered out of the window and saw Phineas Stokeman run out of the house in hot pursuit.  He looked right and then looked left, but then caught Clara's eye before she was able to duck out of sight.  He furiously searched for another cab to follow her, but the street was empty.

The horse's feet clomped on the cobble stone at a brisk pace.  Clara tapped the roof of the cab and a small window opened.  A tall, gaunt looking man with a shock of red hair beneath a black top hat, a red mustache, and friendly, but concerned, brown eyes peered down at her.

"Thank you, driver," Clara said.

"Sure thing, ma'am.  Seems you're in a bit of a hurry," he said in a lilting brogue.

"Indeed," she replied, catching her breath.  "It is a matter of the utmost importance." She gave him the address for Dr. Van Flemming and added, "If you can get me there with haste, I promise that you shall be well rewarded."

"Very good, misses," he said.  "You can count on me."  Clara felt the cab lurch as he quickened his horse's pace.

Now that she was out of danger, she relaxed her fingers and looked down at object she clutched in her hand.  How strange that this small, insignificant lump once kept a queen alive, that even now it contained vestiges of her power. She took her handkerchief out of her pocket and wrapped the dried, petrified heart in it, before placing it in her pocket.  

The cab finally pulled up in front of Dr. Van Flemming's residence.  Clara exited and paid generously for her trip.  Then she added more and said, "I need you to go to the house of Mr. Wesley Lowenherz."  She pulled out a scrap of paper and a pencil and wrote it down for the cab driver.  "Bring him here immediately.  Do not leave until he is in your company.  Tell him that Clara is in desperate need and requires his presence.  Tell him it is a matter of life and death."

The cab driver shifted uncomfortably.  "Are you sure you don't want me to get a constable, misses?"

Clara shook her head.  "I'm afraid that this matter is far beyond the jurisdiction of the police."

"That seems like a dangerous matter for a woman such as yourself to have to face alone."

She placed her hand upon the arm of the kind cab driver.  "I am afraid my course is quite set.  The greatest aid you can render me in my hour of need is to fetch Mr. Lowenherz with all possible speed."

The cab driver tipped his hat.  "Very well, misses."  He gave the reins a smart flick and with an authoritative, "Git up!" he and his cab were careening down the street.

Clara hoped that it would be fast enough.  She turned back to the house.  The front door was ajar.  Her spirit was filled with foreboding.  There was no way that Phineas could have arrived before her, but something struck her as amiss.  She hoped it was merely the residual effects of the day's excitement and her mind playing tricks on her.

She raced up the walk to the front door and knocked.  "Hello?" she called as she entered.

"HELP!" came a strangled reply.

Clara dashed in.  There was the sound of crashing furniture.

"Get away from me, you fiend!" Dr. Van Flemming bellowed and then there was the sound of something striking a wall and then crashing glass.

Clara looked around the hallway for something to defend herself.  She grabbed an umbrella and opened the door to Dr. Van Flemming's study.

Pauline was blocking the door with her body.  As she heard the door open, she turned, and flew to attack Clara.  

If Clara had not faced this before, she would probably have been frozen in fear.  Pauline's eyes were red, her canines were lengthened, her fingernails now points, just like Violet.  But Clara had fought this monster before, and so she swung the umbrella with fierce determination, striking Pauline across the temple.

Pauline staggered to the side, more from surprise than any sort of injury.

"Come!" Clara called to Dr. Van Flemming, motioning for him to make a run to the door.

"I cannot leave my work!" he shouted.  "I will not let this creature destroy my studies!"

Pauline hissed and raced, claws out, to rip Dr. Van Flemming to shreds. Dr. Van Flemming picked up his beautiful globe and hurled it at Pauline, striking her in the stomach and knocking her down.

"There is no time!" Clara shouted.  "We must unite the heart with the mummy!"

Her words had the opposite effect than intended.  Pauline gave a howl and raced towards Clara.  She screamed animalistically, "You shall never trap me again!"

"We wish you only eternal rest!" shouted back Clara, trying to step to the side as Pauline ran at her and strike her again with the umbrella.  But Pauline grabbed Clara's arm and threw her across the room.  With a sharp pain, Clara's injured ankle gave way again and she fell to the ground.  Pauline was at once upon her, trying to bite at Clara's skin.  Clara pressed her forearm against Pauline's neck and managed to keep her gnashing teeth at bay.

Dr. Van Flemming was at once behind the struggling women and grabbed Pauline by the shoulders, flinging her away.  He held out his hand to Clara.  She gripped it tightly and rose to her feet.

The door suddenly opened and there was Wesley.  "This way!" he cried.

Dr. Van Flemming and Clara raced out the door.  Wesley pulled it shut.  Immediately, there was a slam as Pauline threw her body against the door.  Wesley grabbed the umbrella from Clara and thrust it through the door handles to the room.  The doors began to bulge dangerously as Pauline tried to yank the door open from the inside.

"It won't hold for long," Wesley observed, the umbrella bending and cracking.

Clara pulled the heart out of her pocket.  "I have the heart," she said.  "We must reunite it with the mummy.”

Dr. Van Flemming nodded, pulling his keys out of his pocket and fumbling for the right one to the lock.  The door was opened and they raced down the stairs.

The mummy's room was bathed in an unnatural light.  All four doors to the room were open.

"I closed all of these," said Dr. Van Flemming.  "Who has been down here?"

"No one," Clara remarked.  She and Wesley looked at one another, remembering the last time they experienced this magic.

A low fog hung on the ground and the sarcophagus gave off an unearthly blue glow.

"Right.  What do we do now?" Wesley asked Clara.

"Dr. Van Flemming?  Any ideas?"

He hemmed and hawed.  "I have never dealt with anything like this.  I have never experienced anything like women attacking me and people thinking that mummies..."

"Yes!  YES!" said Clara.  "We understand!  You don't think any of this is real.  That is fine.  How do we get this heart inside of that mummy and stop the curse?"

He was quite taken aback.  "I suppose we should first open the sarcophagus..."

Clara pushed both he and Wesley towards it.  "Do it!" she said.

They both ran over and leaned heavily up the lid.

"It is too heavy," said Wesley.  "The gold in the lid is impossible to move."

"Wait!" said Dr. Van Flemming.  "I have a lever!"  He ran out of the room.

"Come back!" shouted Clara.  "It is not safe!"

But her words were too late.  Dr. Van Flemming backed fearfully into the room.  Walking through the door was Phineas Stokeman, leading Pauline like a master with a well-heeled dog.  Her hair was wild, her eyes mad, her face cracked into a leering smile.

"I foolishly thought that we perhaps might not have an opportunity to spend more time in one another's company,” said Phineas.  “How kind of you, all of you, to all come."

Wesley backed away, shielding Clara with his body.  "What is it that you want?"

Phineas pointed his finger at Clara.  "Only her.  And her heart."

"I am afraid they are both spoken for," Wesley replied.

"Such the hero, aren't you?" Phineas laughed.  "Always pretending to be something you are not.  Did you think you actually fooled me into thinking you were a medium, Mr. Lowenherz?  What an embarrassing display of smoke and mirrors you brought to my home the other night.  But all was not at a loss.  You introduced me to Mrs. O'Hare, a most fascinating woman."

"So fascinating..." Pauline hissed, licking her lips hungrily.

"She is the 'real deal', as the children are wont to say.  Able to see beyond the grave and ever so clever.  I had quite underestimated our young widow."

"Leave us in peace," Clara said, trying to keep the tremor out of her voice.  "We have no argument with you."

"But my dear, you are one of the finest specimens of womanhood I have ever encountered.  What a mind in that pretty little head of yours!  Here I have been wasting my time trying to raise the dead, forcing them to do my bidding, when you had a direct connection and are able to invite them over to tea!"

"That is not true!" said Clara.  "I do not have the gifts you say I have!"

"Oh, yes, my dear," he replied.  "You do."

Dr. Van Flemming interrupted them, perhaps in sincerity, perhaps thinking he could recruit Pauline to the side of good, Clara would never know.

“Pauline!” he pleaded, reaching for her with open arms.  “Remember who you are!  Remember what we once had!  You do not wish to be the slave for this madman!”

“Oh, I remember,” she hissed.  In a single motion, Pauline left Phineas’ side and grabbed Dr. Van Flemming.  She threw him against the wall.  His skull cracked against the stones with a sickening thud.

"My, my, what spirit she has," said Phineas admiringly.  "The spirit of a queen who will do anything to live forever!  Who will possess the living body and devour the soul so that she might live!  And now, Clara, you hold her heart.  She doesn't like people holding her heart."

"I carry her heart only to give it back to her!" Clara insisted, showing the heart in her hand.  She looked at Pauline.  "I know the spirit is within you.  I have seen her in the darkness.  I am here to help her, not hurt her!  She has been tricked by the charlatans of old!  The exchange of death for life is not worth the price!"

"Isn't that what they all say?" said Phineas.  "Unfortunately, now that she has had a taste of the world, she has decided she doesn't want to go back down into the ground, does she?  My ancestors made sure that she kept her mind, and this queen shall decide for herself what cost is worth the price."

He turned and brushed his nose against Pauline's.  He then grabbed her face roughly, all signs of his frailness gone.  "But this vassal is an inadequate vessel for a queen.  A harlot.  An actress.  A face that no one would take seriously.  I shall devour her life force, and in exchange, give this queen a more fitting mind and body, one such as yours, Clara."  Phineas shoved Pauline.  "Open the sarcophagus so that our queen might rise again!"

Pauline, with an unnatural strength, pushed open the lid.  The golden covering fell to the floor.  The mummy sat up inside, her wrappings disintegrating with age.  She turned her face to Clara.  Clara could hear the queen's voice ringing in her ears.  

Wesley leapt forward to attack, but Pauline was upon him.  She screamed and tackled Wesley, knocking him to the ground.  Wesley tried to restrain her, but Pauline's goal was his death. Pauline fought like a lion, leaping at Wesley whenever he managed escape.  Though he cried for help, Clara could not rush to his aid.  Against her will, she felt her other hand reach into her pocket and pull out the scarab.  It burned against her palm.  Her vision clouded.

"You are bound to this queen, Clara.  You are one with her.  You and she shall rule the world together!  Two minds!  One body!  Step forward and welcome her in!"

Clara felt her feet shuffle towards the sarcophagus.  The mummy's leathery brown arms freed themselves from their wrappings and reached out to her.

"Be bound forever to ME!" said Phineas, "For I am the one who united you, who brought you back from the dead to live again.  Bring me the heart, Clara, and I shall forever reign as your master!  BOW BEFORE ME AND I SHALL GRANT YOU ETERNAL LIFE!"

The queen turned her head, as if to look at him.  A heart was necessary for gratitude, and that had been removed.  All that remained was her cold mind.  Pauline stopped her struggle with Wesley and turned to Phineas.  Clara felt the crack in the spell.

As one, Clara and Pauline spoke, the queen's vacant jawbones moving in time.  "WE ARE QUEEN!  WE ARE RULED BY NO MAN!"

Clara could feel the queen begin to exert her power, to begin to whisper the command to kill Phineas.  Clara knew she could not fight this force.  It was too strong.  She could not.

So, instead, she leaned into it and surrendered.  She let her injured ankle give.  She let herself fall forward against the open sarcophagus.  She strategically straightened her arm to catch herself, and with the heart in her fist, she let the weight of her body punch through the queen's sternum, placing the heart where it belonged.  The queen began to scream, "NO!"

Clara withdrew her empty hand.  The compulsion was lifting.  And with her other hand, she thrust the scarab upon the heart, binding the heart into its rightful place.

The queen and Phineas’ cries melted together.  Dust swept through the room like a desert sandstorm, dust made by the disintegrating queen.  Pauline screamed, arching her back as black wind poured out of her mouth and nose.  The wind swirled around Phineas and the queen exploded.

The dust found its home in Phineas’ mouth and nose and eyes, filling every orifice like water drowning a swimmer.  Choking, gasping, his face turned purple and blue, his eyes bulged, and then finally, he dropped dead to the ground.

The room fell into silence.  

Pauline gave a little half sob.  Her eyes had returned to normal, her claws to hands, her teeth and eyes to the way a human's teeth and eyes and face should look.  "My god!" she cried, looking down at herself, and Wesley whom she had been trying to kill.  "What have I done?"

Wesley rested for a moment upon the ground, breathing heavily after their fight.  He looked over at Clara, cut and bruised, slumped against the side of the now empty sarcophagus.  Wesley reached out to grip Pauline's hand in a half-hearted attempt at comfort.  "Absolutely nothing.  Except to stop a terrible man who is responsible for all the recent murders in town."

His eyes never left Clara's, though, and she knew he wanted nothing more than to be gripping her hand in comfort.  He smiled at her adoringly and said, "Lovely dress."

And Clara began to laugh until tears streamed down her face.

Chapter Twenty-One

Wesley and Clara hobbled out of the house just as a black police wagon pulled up.  Leading the wagon was the hansom cab and driver who had helped Clara earlier.

He doffed his hat.  "Forgive me for being so presumptuous, misses," he stammered.  "It just seemed you needed help and I wanted to make sure that you had all the aid you needed."

One look at Clara's torn and bloodied clothes, the shiner that was beginning to appear on Wesley's cheek from his fight with Pauline, and the police began jumping out of the back and swarmed by them up the stairs to subdue whomever was inside.

"Thank you," said Clara, touched by this driver's thoughtfulness.  "That was very wise."  

Wesley held out his hand to the man.  "Neither of us would have survived if not for your quick service, and the police are most welcome.  Tell me, what is your name?"

"Most folks call me Red," the freckled cabbie said, his pale skin blushing almost as bright as his hair.

"We wouldn't have had an idea what was going on here if it wasn't for him," came a familiar female voice.

Clara looked over and beamed.  "Marguerite!"

Their old companion was on her feet, walking with a cane, but out of the hospital and looking hale.

Marguerite pointed her cane at Clara.  "Next time, let the proper authorities deal with matters like this will you?  You could have gotten yourself killed."

"You have my word," Clara laughed, leaning heavily upon Wesley.  "I promise."

"And I shall hold her to it," said Wesley, smiling into her bright eyes.

"Mrs. O'Hare?" Marguerite said, looking up at the scientist's home.  "Trouble seems to have a nasty habit of finding you."

"It seems," said Clara.  "Though, I am hoping to buck this trend immediately."

"Red said you were in great need of assistance and it was a matter of life and death.  Care to explain?"

"I believe that we have found the source of all the recent murders," Wesley informed her.

"Well done!" said Marguerite, pleased.

"You'll find the culprit inside, a Mr. Phineas Stokeman down in the basement.  He was truly deranged and confessed to all of the killings before he passed away."

"Really?" said Marguerite, one eyebrow arched as she saw through their white lie.  "Confessed to everything?"

A constable was escorting Pauline gently out of the house just in time for her to overhear this exchange.

"He did, ma'am," piped up Pauline.  "I heard him myself.  I'm a witness.  He was trying to kill me, too."

Marguerite gave a who-am-I-to-argue shrug and turned to the officer with Pauline.  "Well, we have three people who will swear to his confession.  I think that will hold up in any court, don't you?"

He nodded in agreement.

"You will also find a scientist inside who is in need of medical attention," said Clara.  "Mr. Stokeman attempted to kill him.  It was quite violent and I would not be surprised if he is raving a bit when he wakes.  He might even tell you stories of mummies and curses!  Poor man..."

"Ah," said Marguerite understandingly.  "There are so many tricks the mind can play.  I shall make sure to let him know his delusions are unfounded."

A constable came running out of the house.  "Ma'am, I think you should come and see this..." he said.

Marguerite gave a curt nod to Clara and Wesley.  She said to Wesley, "Take Clara home.  And keep her out of trouble, will you?"

"It would be my pleasure," he replied, looking down at Clara with love in his eyes.

"Thank you," said Pauline, interrupting them.  "Both of you."

"Of course," said Wesley, reaching out his hand to take hers.

"I knew you were good folks when you came to see me, but I couldn't talk, ya see.  There was something, it was like there was something forcing my mouth to make words I didn't want it to make," she confessed.

"I understand," said Clara, remembering the queen's compulsion down in the basement.  "We understand completely."

"Can we take you home?" said Wesley.

Pauline looked up at the sky.  "Naw.  I sort of feel like maybe I want to walk a bit.  Maybe have some quiet time to think about things and such.  It's been so long since I felt like me.  I just want to enjoy that feeling for a little while."  She was immediately apologetic, as if what she said was somehow offensive, "If ya don't mind and all.  You both seem very nice."

"No offense taken whatsoever."

"I'm sorry I tried to kill you," she apologized awkwardly.

"These things happen," replied Clara.

"They do?" said Pauline.

Clara looked up at Wesley gratefully.  "Yes, they do."

Pauline gave them a little wave and headed down the street.  One of the constables rushed up to her to get her information.  She gave him a couple words and then started walking, alone, to the end of the block and turned out of sight.

Clara and Wesley watched her until she was out of sight.

"I am grateful she didn't kill you," said Clara.

"As am I," Wesley said.

"I couldn't stand to lose two men that I loved in one lifetime."

Wesley looked down at her. "I should like to kiss you right here in the middle of the street."

Clara laughed and then looked over at the waiting cab.  "Red?  Would you take us home?"

"It would be a pleasure, misses."

He opened up the door to the cab and waited as Wesley and Clara climbed inside.  The trip to Clara's little house upon the square was too short, the journey broken up with tender caresses and silent kisses.

As the cab pulled up to the townhouse, Wesley helped Clara out of the cab.

Clara's blood froze in her veins. "Minnie," she whispered.

The ghost of Wesley’s sister was standing on the front porch as clear as day to Clara, but Wesley looked wildly about, unable to perceive her.

"Oh!  Looks like you have company!" Red said, giving Minnie a wave.  

"Can you see her?" Clara asked in surprise.

"Of course, misses. My eyesight isn't as good as when I was a lad, but I can see from here to your steps without any problem."

Minnie gave Clara a smile and Clara understood.  She turned to the cab driver and said, "I do say, Red, I feel that perhaps fate has brought us together.  Something in my bones says that we shall have many interesting days ahead of us."
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