Rebecca watched him disappear back out the door before turning her attention to the frightened ladies. One of the Asian ones lifted her chin and looked Rebecca directly in the eye. She gave the redhead a regal nod and waited. Curious, Rebecca nodded back.

“I’m Rebecca Fogg. This is Passpartout. You are aboard the Aurora. And you were rescued by Jack Sparrow.”

“I am aware of the Captain’s identity, Miss Fogg,” the young woman answered her. “I am Fong Li Yung. My companions are Wang May Lee, Mao Ziao Yin and Bien Xhi Txien. I do not know the others names. We were only herded together this morning.”

“Have all of you been taught English?”

“No. May, Ziao and Xhi have only Mandarin and Cantonese. My father believed we must speak ..” she faltered and dropped her eyes for a moment.

“Must speak the conqueror’s language to understand them?” Rebecca finished for her.

Li Yung’s face suffused with color for a moment before she nodded and looked up again. If she was relieved that Rebecca did not look angry, it did not show in her face. “I have no wish to insult my rescuer.”

“Quite all right. Passpartout, I think perhaps baths are in order, and clothing. Miss Fong..”

“Mrs.”

“Mrs. Fong, if you will assure your companions that they are indeed safe here, it would be greatly appreciated.” The young woman translated swiftly and received shy nods from the other ladies. “Passpartout will show you to a private room where you may clean up and rest if you desire. I will see what I can find out about these others. Passpartout will provide food as well.”

Mrs. Fong bowed deeply, translated and helped Passpartout shepherd the ladies out of the living area, leaving Rebecca regarding 8 scantily clad young women, some of whom looked still terrified. “Please, sit. Passpartout will bring blankets in a few moments.” She prayed the little man would be as efficient as ever, and prescient enough to know her wishes. “As I said, I am Rebecca Fogg. May I know who you are?”

Several of them introduced themselves shyly. All of them were a bit overawed by the tall, self-possessed young woman who seemed un-phased by the sudden arrival of a dozen unsuitably dressed women. Passpartout out did himself with blankets and tea. It took some doing, but Rebecca finally had all of their stories when the four Asian women rejoined them looking and feeling much better than they had for some time.

Jules Verne, less than pleased with his street contacts and hoping Jack’s luck was better than his own, returned to the Aurora to find it swamped with petticoats. A collective shriek went up from the rescued ladies as they dove for cover, taking the lately procured dresses Passpartout provided with them. Verne’s eyebrows took refuge in his hairline, or tried to do so. His valet/pilot broke into voluble and idiomatic French at the sight of his employer, giving him a swift and succinct, if somewhat chaotic explanation of why his ship was cluttered with unsuitable young ladies who were not, after all, completely unsuitable.

Rebecca, who understood all but the most idiomatic of Passpartout’s explanation, met Verne’s eyes and broke into laughter. She rapidly controlled the outburst, but could not refrain from smiling. “I am so sorry. I know, I shouldn’t laugh. It is truly serious .. but ..”

“Yes.” Verne looked a bit long suffering as he surveyed the faces peeping out from behind various items of furniture. “Precisely.” His own mouth twitched a little. “I shall … er … lie down for a while. My room?”

Passpartout assured him that his room was sacrosanct and unoccupied. The dapper man tipped his hat to the ladies and disappeared down the hallway and into his compartment. Once there, he fought succumbing to the laughter that bubbled up inside him. This was a deep and dangerous game they were playing, one in which the stakes might be much more than the life of Rebecca Fogg’s callow brother …. Leave it to Jack Sparrow to do something outrageous and unexpected.

The Count was raging. Two of his men were dead. Two of his men, engaging in practices of which the Count did not necessarily disapprove, but of which he had not been informed, had lost their lives to one man. He bellowed, he stormed; he lashed out at his personnel, breaking and maiming several of them.

“Fiske!!!!”

“Aye?”

The ravaged, half metallic face came far closer to Fiske’s face than most people appreciated. The mad eyes glared at him. “I want a full report of everything that is going on. Is that clear?” The inquiry was silky instead of bellowed.

“Yes, sir. Quite clear.” Mentally he cursed the two dead men. Slavery was nothing to him, but fools annoyed Fiske. “Will that be all?” His gaze did not drop from the Count’s.

“Go. Get out of my sight!”

With a nod, Fiske did exactly that. It really was becoming time to move on.

“Bring me Fogg.” The Count’s order was aimed at no one in particular; so half a dozen men sprang to the task. 

The door to Fogg’s room slammed open a while later. Lilith glared at the man responsible. He gave her no time to vent her wrath on him. “The Count wants him now.”

“All right.” Timing, the timing was terrible. Some how she needed to get Phileas to do at least a part of what the Count wanted, enough to pass for now, enough to give her time to figure out something else. She turned to the figure resting lightly on the bed. “Phileas. The Count requires your presence.”

Phileas stretched slowly, making a great production of “waking up” and being sleep fuddled. He sensed tension in Lilith. Looking at the lout in the doorway he saw death, a great deal of death. Behind that he saw the medallion again. Still, he had no idea what it meant, only that somehow his future and Lilith’s turned on that leering skull. Moving slowly, as though in more pain than he actually felt, he moved off the bed and got dressed. His chest was still uncomfortable, but the twinges were nothing to his reactions to them.

“Dammit, hurry him up!”

“He’s taken a knife in the chest and the wound’s infected. If he can’t answer the Count because he’s caused more damage moving swiftly … well, I wouldn’t want to have to answer to the Count for it, would you?”

He might have gnashed his teeth in response, but she wasn’t watching.

Count Gregory was cooler when Phileas finally appeared. The tall, wiry young man leaned heavily on Lilith’s support as he entered the room. He took in the crowd of people and the dark figure of his captor. He fought the desire to stand straight and spit in the monster’s eye. That would gain him nothing. Instead, he continued to lean on the woman at his side until they came to a halt before the Count. Then, and only then, did he raise his head to face his nightmare.

“Count Gregory,” he addressed the other with a nod of his head. He did not raise his voice, nor did he particularly show any fear, although there was fear eating away inside him. There was that leering smile again. He suppressed a shudder.

“Fogg. You know what I want?”

“You want to know about your people. You want to know who to kill and who to keep. You want to know who you can trust and who you can’t.” Then he did straighten. Staring at the Count he knew answers he did not want to know. There was no one the Count could completely trust. Those who followed him were broken, bent and venal. They could be bought by the highest bidder. Those who did not fit that category were as twisted as their master and would turn on him just as he would turn on them when the time was suitable. 

“You cannot win,” Phileas straightened. He was only slightly aware of Lilith’s stiffening at his side. “You cannot win. You want to know whom you can trust, yet you are not worthy of trust. Your grasp will always fail.” If he saw the Count move toward him or had any inkling of the backhanded strike that drove him to the floor, he showed no sign of it.

The men in the room shrank back. What kind of idiot told the Count to his face that his quest for dominion would not work? Was the boy so wishful of a painful death that he lied to the Master? Yet there was something in his serene face that told them he was neither mad nor wishful of death. Phileas was only calling the shots as he saw them. He turned his face to the Count again, not bothering to try to rise and face the monster looming over him.

“You want trust, yet you break it always. Not even Hell wants you.”

Only Lilith’s quick grab and drag kept Phileas from being crushed by the metallic clad fists that drove down on him. The floor cracked under the impact as the madman roared his anger. The odd calm that had settled over Phileas fled leaving only terror in its wake. He scrambled to his feet, grabbed for Lilith and ran.

