“Mr. Verne. I’ve heard of you. My Great Aunt speaks highly of your productions.” She looked around at the interior of the craft. “I’m not certain that explains this place, but …”

“Dinner, she is serve,” Passpartout cut across all conversation.

Dinner passed with odd snippets of conversation. Rebecca let the other two talk while applying her attention to the food, which was excellent. Finally, Passpartout cleared away the dishes and brought the gentleman brandy and cigars. He seemed a little off as to what to offer Miss Rebecca, as he kept calling her.

“Nothing. I am very tired. I would like to know when I should return to my Great Aunt.”

“In the morning. I will send Passpartout to find you a suitable outfit in which to return home. I will also see to it that your reputation is guarded, Miss Fogg.”

“Can you? I’ve been gone at least two days..”

“Three. But, with your brother coming to town to see you, what could be more natural than you’re desire to see him.”

“Phileas? Here? No.” She felt a disturbing agitation at the thought of her brother being in London and could not think of a single good reason why she should think that way. She looked from one man to the other and back. “He’s not here … is he?”

Verne regarded her curiously for a moment. “I have no information on the current whereabouts of your brother, Miss Fogg. Why the concern?”

“I’m not sure. I just … I have a very firm conviction he should not be here. That .. that there is some danger. What are you not telling me?” She felt certain there was something more to this meeting than an accidental succor.

Verne sighed. “Sparrow has nothing to do with this. I believe there is someone who is interested in your brother may attempt to lure him to London.”

“Phileas will be visiting me in two weeks. Should I tell him not to?”

Verne considered. “Perhaps rather than stopping his arrival, you should merely confirm it,” he suggested. “When we have seen you to your Aunt’s, write to your brother. Once you know exactly when he will be here …” he let the thought dangle. The girl was smart enough to draw her own conclusions. “Now, mademoiselle is tired, I am sure. You have had a very stressful adventure. Passpartout will show you to your room where you may rest untroubled.”

Verne stood and offered his hand to her. Faced with such a graceful and considerate dismissal, Rebecca shook hands and retired for the night. She resolutely put all thought of what her Great Aunt would say when she finally returned on the morrow out of her mind and settled down to get some real sleep.

Out front Verne and Sparrow sat and regarded each other in silence. After a while, Sparrow grinned and nodded. “I’ll take the late watch.”

“It’s appreciated. I have an appointment in an hour. While Passpartout is capable in many ways ..”

“He ain’t got me charm.”

“No. He hasn’t.”

“Ye said Gregory has me treasure.”

“I said he is rumored to have an Aztec chest. Given what little I’ve learned, it may be the one you seek.”

“What would he be doin’ with me chest and gold? If the gold’s been taken ..”

“I don’t believe Count Gregory knows anything about the gold save that it is gold and a great deal of it.”

“Verne, there be more gold lying loose about me safe harbor than in that chest. If he knows naught about the treasure inside, why take the bloody chest? ‘tis heavy and not easy to move.”

The younger man pondered this as he sipped his brandy and paced up and down the room. “Perhaps he does know of the rumored curse. The Count is already cursed. Perhaps he has research being done to see what good the curse could do him, or what harm.”

Sparrow looked curious as he thought about that. He didn’t know a lot about Count Gregory, only that he was dangerous and had aspirations of controlling the world in a manner as yet not attempted by normal mortals. “Being a walking dead man?”

Verne considered his companion for a moment. Sparrow was an iffy ally at best, but a good man to have on ones side if he could get him there. There wasn’t much Verne had told the man about the Count. He made a decision and sat down. “Count Gregory is a walking dead man. He’s worse than that. He’s used technology of his own invention and alchemy to keep himself alive for over a thousand years.”

“Then what’s he want with an Aztec curse?”

“We don’t know that he does want anything to do with the Aztec curse. He may just want the gold to help his finances. That gold would melt into indistinguishable ingots with ease.”

Jack hoped his horror at that thought did not cross his mobile face. If the gold were removed from the chest, it would attach the curse to those who removed it. Once it was melted into ingots, perhaps mixed with other gold, there was no chance of breaking the curse. Not that Jack was entirely certain he wanted to break the curse. There were things he missed, of course, but not enough to take chances with being mortal again. The famous Captain Jack Sparrow luck had to run out some time. Yet there had always been the safety net, always the out if he wanted it. This Count Gregory might just have removed that out. 

“What if it’s already gone?” 

“I think we’d know it. The effects are instantaneous, aren’t they?” Jack nodded. “Then I think my people would have met their match, so to speak, already if the Count knew what he had. An undead army …”

“Eight hundred and eighty one soldiers who cannot die.”

Verne frowned. He repeated the number curiously. “Why only that number?”

“Because,” Jack said, as though he had repeated this information too frequently. “There are only 882 of the coins in the chest. If ye assume one coin to one man …”

“Less the one you carry.”

“Aye. Less the one I carry.”

While Verne and Sparrow debated the wisdom of trying to get the chest and the gold out of the hands of Count Gregory before he found out what he had, Phileas Fogg was pacing the small bedroom into which he was locked. The door was iron reinforced and barred on the outside. The windows were also barred and shuttered. The Count did not expect his people to exist in much comfort. The bed was hard, the sheets damp, the blanket thin and the carpet was threadbare. The water in the ewer next to the bowl was stale and he did not want to contemplate the residue in the chamber pot. 

He tested the bars on the window. They were stout. He tested the door. No luck. Somehow, he had to get out of here and away from the mad thing calling itself Count Gregory. Unfortunately, after three days ride and his betrayal into the Count’s hands, Phileas didn’t have much to go on. At least Rebecca did not seem to be involved in any way.

He finally lay down on the bed and tried to sleep. His dreams were not restful. Most of them concerned his sister in Count Gregory’s hands, or in the harem of a sheik or Turk. As little as he knew of other cultures, the dreams were lurid, if chastely so.

Dawn crept over the city. The early day sweeps and cleaners came out and did their jobs before the more affluent dwellers were up and about. The kidnappers retired to their lair and explained to their boss that the idiot boy had let the girl go. The boss soundly beat the young man and sent him on his way before communicating with a certain arrogant lord that his quarry was not available and he would have to wait. 

About seven Rebecca awoke feeling refreshed and momentarily confused. Memory returned. Great Aunt Hermione! Heavens! What could she have been thinking of to spend the night here instead of returning immediately home to her Aunt? She threw back the covers and reached for the robe. She needed a dress immediately and … and the smell of breakfast assailed her as she opened the door. Her mouth watered. Then her eyes fell on the dress hanging on the outside of the door. It was perfect. She pulled the clothing into the room and hurriedly changed. She tried to ignore the fact that the undergarments supplied were of silk instead of cotton. The fabric was very soft against her skin. The dress was demure and fashionable, just the correct combination for a woman of her age and position. How very marvelous these people were. It fit perfectly. 

Passpartout was serving Jack and Verne breakfast. All three looked up and the reactions were certainly appreciative. Rebecca felt her color heighten slightly at such open admiration. Verne stood to welcome her. Jack, not quite the gentleman he appeared, was a little slower in getting to his feet. Passpartout held her chair as she sat.

“Good morning, gentlemen.”

“Good morning, Miss Fogg.”

“Good mornin’, luv.”

She refrained from pointing out that she had requested him not to call her that. Something now told her that it was a habit he would make no effort to break. “I did not ask last night. Do either of you know who was responsible for my kidnapping?”

“There is a brisk trade in women in this town. Lately, there has been a great deal of desire for blondes and red heads,” Verne answered. “Slavery has not been completely eradicated, nor is it illegal in much of the rest of the world.”

“Surely taking a woman out of an upper class garden is more dangerous than most common slavers would wish, Mr. Verne,” she shot back.

He smiled. So, the girl wasn’t stupid. “Very true. Normally they stick to newcomers and women on their own in areas that are not so sensitive to such disappearances.”

“Then someone went to some trouble to target me. I do not care for that, Mr. Verne. Having been thwarted are they likely to stop?”

“That, my gel, depends on the man and why he wants ye.”

Both of them looked at Jack. “If a man’s obsessed, he’ll do foolish things. If he’s angry and not too smart, he’ll do stupid things. The question is, who’ve you angered?”

She smiled at him. “Don’t think I’m the sort to inspire obsessions?” There was a glint of steel in her gaze.

He regarded her solemnly. “Don’t get me wrong. Ye’re a fine lovely wench. But ye’ve a lot of spirit and ye’ve an arrogant streak. A man don’t come up to standards, ye’ll have naught t’do with him. Some men don’t care t’be told they ain’t man enough for a wench.”

“That’s insane.”

“Aye. That it is, lass. True all the same.”

She looked at Mr. Verne. “How would one find out if one has developed such an enemy?” The innocent look she received did not deceive her. “Oh, don’t. Mr. Verne, you may be a successful playwright and writer and many other things, but that doesn’t explain this … this ship.”

“The Aurora?” He laughed. “I am also a gambler, Miss Fogg. I won the Aurora, and Passpartout as well.”

“What?”

“Perhaps I should say, Passpartout’s services. The Marquis had no use for the man’s superb services if he did not have the Aurora. Passpartout is my captain and engineer as well as my chef. I am just what I seem.”

“Ah. Which is why you were not in the least put out by my arrival with Captain Sparrow last night and did not make the immediate assumption one might expect of a man of the theater. After all, I was not suitably clad and, with all due respect, Captain Sparrow does not strike me as the sort who frequently shows up on the doorstep with rescued ladies of virtue.”

For a moment she had silenced him. The sharp dark eyes met her gaze and he smiled. “It is possible that I can find out for you if you have such an enemy. It may take some time.”

“It is to be hoped that if there is such an enemy, I have the time.”

