The message was short but hardly sweet. 

"Phil:

Please pay the person who delivers this.
I've run into trouble. Could use your help.
No time for finesse.
Rebecca
PS: He'll bring you back to me if you hurry. R."

Phileas Fogg looked over the unprepossessing specimen standing on his ancestral doorstep and sighed. How like Rebecca to ...

He dug in his pocket and extracted a few coins. "Sorry. Best I can do for the moment." He felt the color rising in his cheeks and made the only other offer he could think of. "Breakfast?"

A grimy hand touched the brim of the apparition's equally grimy hat. "Thank'ee, guv'nor. A might hungry I be an' a' that." The rundown shoes were carefully wiped on the doormat before the person entered. 

Phileas led the way to breakfast and then dashed upstairs to pack. Pack: that was a laugh. He threw what he thought he needed into a traveling bag and looked around his sparely furnished bedroom. Damn Rebecca. Rebecca!! If she were in trouble she'd need
clothes. He muttered something not quite fit for polite company under his breath and plunged into his sister's room. Dresses were simple. Open the closet and ... Oh. My. Dresses. Well, not the ones for country balls. That was simple enough. But of the
dozen or so left, which ones. He grabbed a green one and a pale yellow, yanking them off their hangers and realized that the incredible quantity of fabric in the skirts was not going to fit in his bag.

Hang it all. And under things. She was always managing to need under things. He took a breath and pulled open a drawer. He blushed. With great fortitude he gently pulled one of the dainty items out of the drawer and realized this must be where she kept her night
dresses. Dropping it on the floor he closed the drawer and tried another one. With much silent "er - um - harrumphing", he pulled together what he hoped was a decent amount of clothing to suit his hoyden sister and then went to look for a small trunk to carry it in.

He stopped about half way down the hall to the storage room and considered. If Rebecca were in danger, would it do to take his carriage to London? Or would horses be faster? Horses were faster, of course. He took several deep, supposedly calming breaths and decided that it was better to take money with him to purchase clothing for his sister if necessary.

Having settled that, he left his sister's room in considerable disarray, snatched up his bag and repaired to the small dining room. He stopped in the doorway. The greasy, unappetizing entity who had brought him the note was now sans hat and nondescript
coat revealing a still dirty, but much more pleasing form. The young woman froze in the act of spearing more bacon. There was something dangerous lurking in her dark eyes as she turned her head slightly to look at him. Slowly, she retrieved the bacon and sat down,
still watching him.

"Food to your liking?"

She shoved one of the strips of crispy pork into her mouth and nodded as she chewed. "It's good." 


"Where, exactly, is my sister?"

That got a nasty smile. "I take y'too 'er."

"Do you, indeed?" Two could play at the dangerous game.

She laughed. "Oooo, ain't yer the cold blooded one. It's 'er loife yer pl'yin' wit'."

"Can you ride?"

Another measuring look and a nod. She cast a regretful look at the table before shrugging into the shapeless coat and stuffing her hair up under the ancient hat. Grabbing up a slice of bread she nodded. "Ready."

If Phileas was expecting to go slow because of his companion and guide, he was swiftly disabused of that idea. Her seat on a horse was most respectable, almost as though she spent more time in the saddle than on foot. The horse obeyed her with little play of the
reins. He filed that information away for future consideration.

It took three days to get back to London. They rode hard, took the back ways when they could and slept under trees. Luck was with them on the weather, it held fair and cool. They slowed their travel as the roads became more crowded. Another time, Phileas might
have been struck with awe at the sight of the teaming metropolis that was the heart of his country. Now he only felt a sense of urgency and frustration at being slowed from the rescue of his sister.

Not far away, a dapper figure in gray picked his way through the streets. A walking cane swung negligently from one hand, a nosegay was held ostentatiously in the other to be sniffed as he walked. His moustache and beard proclaimed the dandy. His suit was of a
fashionable cut seldom seen in his current environs. His motion was languid. Something about his bright dark eyes belied his relaxed saunter. The eyes under their heavy lids missed very little that went on around their owner. Right now he was searching for
something. 

A small, plump man with an exaggerated moustache and oiled hair bustled after the man in gray. "M'sieur. M'sieur!"

The man in gray turned. "Yes?" he drawled, only the faintest of accents marring his word.

The little man drew up, stopped and tried to catch his breath. "M'sieur. She is not happy." A raised eyebrow prompted a flood of French that ended with the remark that "She is not going up again until it is fix."

"My dear Passpartout, then fix her."

Passpartout blinked at this solution. "Fix her. Good. And where am I to find the mechanic the equal of Jean-Luc in this place?"

That got a smile and almost a laugh. "I am certain you will find what you need. Now, go. Fix the magnificent one and let me continue my walk. Undisturbed."

For a moment Passpartout struggled with himself before nodding and turning to go. He took a few steps, then looked back. "Dinner you will be returning for?"

"Perhaps."

With that he had to be satisfied.

Darkness fell with unprecedented swiftness. Phileas and his guide were now on foot, leading their tired horses through cobble stone streets. The young man was trying hard to ignore the uneasy feeling between his shoulder blades. He felt no real trust for the young
woman with him, but he had no choice.

They turned into a narrow alleyway between two buildings. His horse balked at the smell and the closeness. He reached up to quiet the horse. A low laugh disturbed him. The woman was hidden in the shadows, practically invisible. The oppressive feeling strengthened. Something was wrong here. In a sudden flash, he knew what was wrong. This was a trap for him. Rebecca was nowhere near this place. 

He turned, panic rising within him as he thumped into his horse. "Back up, dammit," he urged quietly.

"Sorry, guv'nor, there's no escape for you." The woman reached up and grabbed the horse's bridle reins. "None at all."

He glared at her in the darkness. The thick accent was gone. Her tone was mocking. "Where is Rebecca?" he ground out.

"Who knows? Perhaps in some Bedouin Sheik's harem at this point. I neither know nor care. What I was after, was you."

A few feet away, a door opened, casting yellow light into the alleyway. Two uniformed men rushed out and grabbed him before he could move. Struggle as he might, they were stronger than he and bore him easily into the building. The door closed leaving the woman with two horses.

Inside, Phileas was roughly manhandled across a dirty storeroom and down a hallway ending at a surprisingly well-appointed apartment. He was dropped unceremoniously onto a sofa and left. So swift was the change from prisoner to guest, he felt oddly free and
held at the same time. As he looked around, he was aware of a darkened alcove on the far side of the room. There was a sense of something there, something in the shadows watching him.

He stood up, straightened his coat, smoothed his hair and regretted the loss of his hat. "Hello?" Silence greeted his voice. Heavy, ominous silence. "I say, this is hardly the way to treat a guest." He huffed, relying on memories of his stuffiest uncle to get the tone right.

"Guest?" The answer was deep, sinister, frightening. Something moved out of the shadows. Fear slithered up Phileas' spine and took root in his neck. "Guest? You
are not a guest, Phileas Fogg, you are mine."

"I beg your pardon?" Bluster now, panic later, he firmly told himself. He shoved away hideous visions that were fluttering around the outside of his focus. 

The thing that looked like some odd conglomeration of man and armor moved fully into the light. "You belong to me, now and forever," the thing confirmed its first statement. A travesty of something it must have thought was a smile stretched its mouth. "I am Count
Gregory."

Breeding in tact, Phileas bowed. "Phileas Fogg. But you seem already aware of that. What exactly do you mean, you own me? I am a British citizen."

One armored hand came down brutally on his shoulder and slowly, inexorably forced him to his knees. "You are no longer a British citizen. You are my captive. You will work for me. You will worship me!" the thing practically bellowed in his face.

Phileas paled as he realized that this - this monster - must be the hand his paranoid uncle had sworn was behind every ill that befell the Empire. He nearly bit his tongue fighting to keep from asking about Rebecca. This was not something his sister needed to know
about.

