A roar of rage from the Count broke the following dead silence. He erupted from his seat, throwing his followers from him as he advanced on the practically still life tableau at the end of the table. Without warning, the back of the Count’s mailed fist caught the woman and sent her backwards onto the table, losing the knife and landing in disarray among the serving dishes. She knocked several away from her as she struggled to right herself. 

“He’s not dead,” she whispered, finally finding her voice.

“What?” The Count rounded on her.

She shied back from him, but remained where she was. “He’s not dead. Look. He breathes and bleeds. He needs a doctor.” 

As she expected, the Count grabbed her by the throat. The pressure of his hand closed on her neck. She could read her death in his cold eyes. Still, she knew better than to flinch or struggle. She did nothing to feed the killing lust within him. “If he dies ….” The threat was not voiced as he released her.

She climbed off the table and motioned to two of the men to help her. “The infirmary,” she ordered, ignoring the pain of her throat muscles when she spoke. 

Phileas awoke several hours later to a feeling of constriction around his chest and thirst. The room was dark, lit only by a small oil lamp with the flame turned low. He shifted his head on the pillow. The walls were still gray with age and dirt but the room seemed different. The window. That was it. There were curtains on the window.

A rustle of cloth on cloth made him turn his head again. For a moment he thought Rebecca was there and he tried to remember what he’d done to himself this time. She moved into the light and it wasn’t his sister. He turned his face away. Locked in a battle of wills with the Count, he had lost hope; this much he remembered. Why hadn’t he finished things? Why was he still alive?

She moved around the bed to sit on the chair facing him. She set a carafe of water on the small night table and poured a cup. “Thirsty?” His stone-faced silence was the expected answer. She gave him one of those old-fashioned looks he frequently got from the women who knew him best. “Don’t be stupid.”

She helped him sit up and handed him the cup. He drank and handed it back. The silence grew between them. Finally, she could contain the question no longer. 

“Why? Why did you do that?” The green eyes she found blazing full of life earlier were now dull with defeat. He returned no answer. “What do you want that the Count cannot give?”

“You wouldn’t understand,” he said softy. He met her frown and shook his head. “I’m not criticizing,” he assured her, knowing that the assurance was needed and still fell on deaf ears. “You just don’t have the background to understand. You’ve spent too much of your life struggling to stay alive. You’ve had no leisure to think of anything else. It’s not a fault or wrong, it just is.”

“You think I’m stupid.”

“I think you’re a survivor. I think you’ve done well to get as far as you have. You have the comforts denied you as a child.” There was no need for his intuition to cut in; he could read the truth in her face. “Struggle to live is all you’ve known. There is no room for anything else. I’m not saying that you are wrong to see things the way you do, only that you will never know anything else. That saddens me.”

Search his face as she would for some ulterior motive for his words, she could find none. Phileas Fogg was emotionally and spiritually drained from his battle to break free, to die and leave the Count with nothing. Only the true concern in her face had stopped his flight to freedom, whatever the cost. For the first time in her life, another person had taken her into account for something other than their own good and survival. Horror widened her eyes as she realized what she had done. In saving Phileas, she had assumed a responsibility she did not understand and did not want. Now she needed his answer to try to understand how her life had just changed.

“Why?”

“Because his world is dark and there is no room in it for anything but what the Count wants. There will be no freedom for anyone, including the Count. His fears will always dominate him, no matter how far his empire spreads, no matter how many he crushed, kills and dominates, there will always be that fear and he can allow no one else any freedom as long as he fears.” He could not fight the tears that formed and trickled down his face. Count Gregory’s world was a dark one with no light, no hope, no love, nothing to keep the human spirit alive. To stop Count Gregory, Phileas would take his own life and think nothing of it. But this woman whose name he didn’t even know had stopped him. Something inside felt broken or missing. He didn’t know exactly what had changed, but he knew she was the key. “You never told me your name.”

Her name? “Lilith. They said she was the mother of all evil in the orphanage and that I was her spiritual image if not her physical one.” Her voice was bitter.

“Lilith. According to the Hebrews, she was created as Adam was, to be his wife. She was proud and would not keep subservient. For this she was sent away. Some of the legends make her the consort of Lucifer or Satan and the mother of demons. In spite of the pain of the birth of her children, she is said to love them fiercely and be willing to destroy those who would harm them. It’s strong name for a strong woman.”

The man left her without words. Shaken, feeling a need to order her thoughts and find a way through this emotional maze she’d entered, Lilith told him to rest. “The water is infused with willow bark to ease the pain. There’s stronger if you feel the need. I’ll bring food … not the stuff you were getting. You need your strength if you’re to recover. I’ll be back soon. The staff has orders not to disturb you; although one or two may look in to see you’re all right if I’m out. I’ll be back.”

He let his ears follow her quiet rustle out of the room. A part of him longed for the quite of his home in the country. A part of him didn’t seem to care much what happened next. A tiny little part worried the look in Lilith’s eyes and felt a little warmed that she might be more than the Count’s servant where he was concerned. He closed his eyes and ran through one of the Psalms several times to combat the overload of his senses by visions of the people around him.

His mind fastened on the pirate and his monkey. The treasure was important somehow and not because it was gold and silver and jewels that could be used to buy things. There was something more. He tried to guide the flashes of knowledge and came back to one item over and over again. A chest. An oddly shaped chest narrower at the bottom than the top, carved from a single block of stone, carved with alien symbols and over all the vision of a skull in the moonlight. 

Exhausted from trying to make sense of the vision and the dull throb in his chest, Phileas fell asleep. 

He awoke to the smell of good food. A tray sat on a table next to the bed. He took a deep breath and winced. His whole torso ached as though he had been stabbed. He almost laughed but thought better of it. He had been stabbed; by his own hand in a desperate attempt to free himself from the Count and his twisted desires. He smelled the food again, his mouth watering at the scents. He eased up, took a drink of the water Lilith left for him and waited for the ache to ease. 

He ate slowly. He turned his captivity over and over in his mind. The door to this room might as well be locked for the time being. Movement hurt. He wondered how he managed to miss his heart. He could feel it beating beneath his breastbone and could not imagine missing it with the knife in his own hand. Lilith was strong, but not strong enough to stop him. Perhaps he had not truly wished to die. He puzzled at this for a while before giving it over as an unsolvable problem.

He drank more of the water and eased back down onto the bed. How long had he been in the Count’s hold? There were three days on the road with Lilith. Then another three days in the first room with perhaps a fourth day in this one? That made a week or more by his calculations. He should be making the house ready for his trip to London to see Rebecca. 

He wondered how her introduction to society was going. He thought it a great pity that their mother’s death so closely followed by father’s passing had kept her tied up in mourning until two years later than most young women went through the rite. Then again, he considered with a faint smile, the well-educated hoyden that was Rebecca at sixteen might not have gone over well in London society. The extra two years of mourning had lent her a dignity and reserve she had not shown earlier. 

He hoped she was enjoying her come-out. He had little taste for balls and parties, being of a studious nature and having been greatly discomfited at his own introduction to society by the intrusion of his intuitions about people. Realizing that most of the girls were setting their sites on titles and money rather than on a man’s intrinsic worth, as a person was a very lowering reflection on the human race. Still, they had their reasons, both those of filial duty to parents trying to make a good match for them and the fact that a woman needed a man who could support and take care of her and the children to follow. He understood all this, but was still put off by the mercenary feel to the parties and celebrations throwing young people together.

Sometimes he wished he had been born in another time or place, somewhere his talents for literature and history might mean something. His lips curved in a smile as he considered that. Maybe somewhere Rebecca’s penchant for swords and guns and things that blew up could be put to use instead of being an embarrassment. He shook his head over his sister. Much as he loved her, he could not help but see that she was not exactly marriage material to the upper crust of London society. She was far too much at home on horseback with a gun in her hand, or a bow, for that matter. They’d had the devil’s own time trying to teach her not to grab up her skirts to run places and teaching her the waltz….

He chuckled in spite of the stabbing pains it brought on. Memories of exhorting her to mind her steps and not on his feet, please filled his thoughts. His joy stopped short as he felt a sudden sense of danger to Rebecca. There was danger hovering around her, some menace he could not see clearly. The Jolly Roger floated over all in some serene parody of his beloved flag. What did it mean? Unlike the man who hauled him into the dining room, there was no sense of evil in this flag. Then, over all, a medallion imposed itself, death’s head skull grinning with impersonal glee. The thing terrified and fascinated him beyond all imagining. He fell into restless dreams where dark and light warred into infinity.

By morning, Phileas was feverish, muttering in his sleep and worrying Lilith. She ordered the medical personnel away from him and sought out a well-reputed and expensive doctor used by the well to do of London. She gave him no option but to comply with her wishes. He blustered under her threats, then capitulated with his own threat to set the law on her for kidnapping. 

“Help me keep this man alive and you will be rewarded and can act on your threats, Doctor. I doubt the law will find me, but if it makes you feel better …”

He checked the wound and shook his head over the angry red puffed skin around the entry wound. He soaked off the scab sealing the wound and frowned over the yellow and clear liquid oozing out as he did so. All in all, it did not look as bad as others he’d seen on patients who survived them. He worked to clean the wound. It was close to the heart, which was always bad. Still, there was no sign of sweet smell, which ruled out gangrene starting.

“Keep the bandage loose. Check it every few hours and replace it if it becomes soiled. Keep the wound itself open to heal. You’ve given him willow bark?”

“Yes.”

“Here. In case the pain increases and he needs to be kept calm.” He set a small vial of opiate next to the water carafe. “A few drops in water. No alcohol until this is more healed. I know those who swear that laudanum and alcohol are good together, but I have seen it do more harm than good that way.” He looked sharply at the woman to make certain she understood.

“Keep it clean. Loose bandaging. Keep the scab from sealing the wound while it heals. No more opium than absolutely necessary.” She paraphrased his orders.

He smiled. “Wish I had more patients with nurses like you,” he said without thinking. Then he frowned at her. “Kidnapping me is still not the proper thing to have done.”

“Would you have come otherwise?”

He acknowledged the justice of her question. “I have done what I can.”

She nodded and saw him back to his office. She was gone before he realized he had not said anything about charges. As he took off his overcoat, his hand encountered something heavy in his pocket. He pulled out a small bag. He did not recognize the item and opened it curiously. Gold coins spilled into his hand, more than enough to pay for his time and effort. Shaking his head, the doctor returned to his surgery to take up his interrupted day.

