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      Bloomsbury, London, England 1857

      

      London had taken to ghosts that autumn. Not the honest kind that haunted graveyards, but the fashionable sort that answered through a medium's trembling hand. It was, after all, the eve of All Hallows' — the night when even the sensible left a candle burning for company.

      Clara Wetherly stood in the back room of Hawthorne & Wetherly, carefully measuring dried chamomile flowers into small muslin bags. Tomorrow was All Saints' Day, and half of Bloomsbury would want soothing teas for their post-Halloween nerves. The methodical work usually calmed her, but today each measurement felt like marking time until evening—an evening she'd rather avoid entirely.

      The shop bell chimed with excessive enthusiasm.

      "Clara! My dear girl! Where are you hiding?"

      Mrs. Agatha Penfield's voice carried the particular pitch of excitement that meant Clara's quiet afternoon was about to be thoroughly disrupted. She set down her scales, brushed dried flowers from her apron, and emerged through the curtain.

      Mrs. Penfield stood in the center of the shop like a general surveying a battlefield, her steel-gray curls trembling with enthusiasm beneath a bonnet trimmed in purple ribbons. Her eyes sparkled with the sort of delight that usually preceded Clara being volunteered for something.

      "There you are! Oh, Clara, the most wonderful news!" Mrs. Penfield swept toward the counter, practically vibrating. "I've done it! I've actually secured her!"

      "Secured whom?" Clara asked, though she suspected she didn't want to know.

      "Madame Seraphina Vale! THE Madame Seraphina Vale! She's agreed to conduct a séance at my home this very evening. Even Lady Rothschild couldn't book her, but I managed through my cousin Colonel Blackwood—apparently she owed him a favor from his time in Brighton." Mrs. Penfield beamed with triumph. "Ten guests, a proper circle, on All Hallows' Eve itself!"

      Clara returned to her measuring. "How thrilling for you."

      "Oh no, not just for me. You're coming."

      "I'm afraid I have⁠—"

      "Clara Wetherly." Mrs. Penfield's tone shifted from excited to commanding. "When did you last attend any social gathering that didn't involve a corpse?"

      Clara paused mid-measure. "That's hardly⁠—"

      "You're seven-and-twenty, not seventy. You spend every evening in this shop with your cat and your tinctures." Mrs. Penfield leaned across the counter. "Your grandmother, God rest her, would be appalled to see you living like a hermit."

      "Grandmother appreciated solitude."

      "Genevieve appreciated balance. She also attended séances, if I recall correctly. Thought they were nonsense, but she went for the society." Mrs. Penfield's expression softened slightly. "Besides, I need you. Mrs. Turner has taken ill—something about bad oysters—and I need a tenth person for the circle. Nine is completely wrong for the energies, according to Madame Seraphina."

      Clara sighed. "Mrs. Penfield⁠—"

      "And before you claim you have nothing to wear, that gray silk you wore to the Thornfield dinner is perfectly appropriate. And bring some of that nice incense—the sandalwood blend that doesn't make me sneeze. Madame Seraphina specifically requested 'atmospheric enhancement.'"

      "I don't⁠—"

      "Plus," Mrs. Penfield's eyes gleamed with strategic cunning, "Mrs. Evangeline Pettigrew will be there. Recently widowed, extremely wealthy, and in desperate need of quality herbal remedies for her nerves. She could become your best customer, if properly introduced."

      Clara felt her resistance weakening. Business had been slower than usual this month.

      "It's just like in The Spiritualist's Secret!" Mrs. Penfield continued, warming to her theme. "You know, where the heroine attends the séance and meets her future—well, never mind that part. The point is, she thought it would be dreadful but it changed her entire life!"

      "That was fiction, Mrs. Penfield."

      "Fiction based on truth! Besides, what else were you planning? Sitting here grinding herbs while all of London celebrates All Hallows' Eve?" She straightened, adjusting her gloves with finality. "Nine o'clock sharp. The séance begins at half past nine—apparently the veil is thinnest as we approach midnight."

      Clara recognized defeat. "Who else will be attending?"

      "Oh, a fascinating mix! My cousin Colonel Blackwood—bit of a bore but he brings military dignity. Mrs. Winters and Miss Collins, of course. That young Miss Harwick that everyone's talking about—some scandal with an engagement, terribly exciting. Dr. Waverly, who's writing a paper on spiritualism and medical science. Mr. Crane, who manages Mrs. Pettigrew's affairs. And a few others. All very respectable, I assure you."

      She swept toward the door, her mission accomplished. "Nine o'clock, Clara. Don't be late! And do try to look less skeptical—it ages one terribly."

      The bell chimed again as she departed, leaving Clara alone with the lingering scent of Mrs. Penfield's lavender water.

      Clara moved to the window, watching her neighbor navigate the cobblestones with remarkable agility. As she turned back to her work, something caught her eye—a figure across the street, standing between the bookbinder's and the millinery.

      A woman in a traveling cloak, too formal for afternoon shopping, stood perfectly still. She appeared to be studying the shop's facade with peculiar intensity. Clara had noticed her before—yesterday, and perhaps the day before that—always passing by, slowing near the door, never entering.

      Today, she simply stood and watched.

      Clara stepped closer to the window, but the woman turned abruptly and walked away, her pace quick and theatrical, as if exiting a stage.

      "Odd," Clara murmured.

      From his cushion by the window, Marmalade opened one golden eye, then closed it again with feline dismissal. Whatever the woman wanted, it clearly didn't concern him.

      

      Marmalade's Observations

      In which humans fail to notice the obvious, and I am forced to intervene

      The skulker was back. Third time this week.

      Clara, naturally, had only just noticed her. Humans. Their observational skills were appalling—all that height and they still missed what was directly in front of them.

      I'd catalogued the woman properly, as any respectable cat would. Tuesday: she'd paused at our door, hand actually on the handle, then fled when Mrs. Winters emerged from the millinery. Wednesday: she'd circled the block twice, slowing each time she passed our window. Today: bold enough to stand and stare, at least until the Penfield woman's assault scared her off.

      The interesting part wasn't her watching. It was her shoes.

      Stage shoes—the kind that made no sound when she wanted them silent, but could create dramatic clicks when needed. I'd seen them on the theater people who sometimes bought Clara's headache remedies. This one was performing even when she thought no one was watching.

      The Penfield woman's social invasion had distracted Clara from the obvious questions: Why would someone study our shop like a script to be memorized? What kind of person needed to rehearse entering an apothecary?

      The answer would be at tonight's séance. I was certain of it.

      Which was why, when Clara returned dressed in that gray silk that made her look like a governess, I was ready.

      She reached for her shawl. I sat on it.

      "Marmalade, move."

      I remained immobile. Dignified. Immovable.

      "I need my shawl."

      I yawned, displaying my superior fangs. Then I walked to the door and sat before it, tail swishing with clear intent.

      "Absolutely not. You cannot come to Mrs. Penfield's séance."

      I had anticipated this resistance. Humans always assumed their social gatherings were too sophisticated for cats. As if we weren't the ones who invented proper séance atmosphere—mysterious sounds, objects moving without explanation, sudden cold spots. Please. Cats had been doing this for centuries.

      I simply walked to her feet and wound around her ankles, purring. Then back to the door. The message was clear: I was coming, or she'd spend the next hour trying to detach me from her skirts.

      "You truly want to come?" Clara asked, and I heard the softness in her voice. She never could resist when I made my intentions clear. "It will be dreadfully boring. Nothing but humans playacting at speaking with spirits."

      I rubbed against her ankle again, purring louder. Someone had to keep watch. The skulker would be there—I could feel it in my whiskers. And Clara, brilliant with herbs but hopeless with human deception, would need my superior observational skills.

      Besides, the Penfield woman would be delighted. She'd probably insist I be given my own cushion at the séance table.

      

      Clara collected her packet of incense and her grandmother's black wool shawl. She looked down at Marmalade, who sat by the door with an air of patient expectation.

      "Well then," she said, a small smile touching her lips. "If you're determined to suffer through an evening of theatrical nonsense with me, who am I to refuse? Though I warn you, there will be no salmon. Only dramatic gasping and probably some very bad tea."

      Marmalade strutted out the door ahead of her, tail high, the picture of feline dignity. As if he cared about salmon when there was a mystery afoot.

      Outside, fog was beginning to creep up from the Thames, transforming familiar Bloomsbury into something altogether different. Gas lamps created pools of yellow light that seemed to float in the gray mist.

      She locked the shop carefully, Marmalade at her heels like a small orange shadow. The church bells of St. Giles began to toll—eight long peals that echoed through the fog.

      "At least I'll have one sensible companion tonight," Clara murmured, glancing down at him with genuine affection. "Though Mrs. Penfield will probably insist you're my familiar. She's been reading those dreadful gothic novels again."

      Marmalade made a small chirrup of agreement. The Penfield woman's literary tastes were indeed questionable, but at least she had the good sense to appreciate a superior cat when she saw one.

      They set off toward Mrs. Penfield's residence, directly across the street. Clara could see the windows already glowing with extra lamplight—Mrs. Penfield had clearly been preparing all day for her grand séance.

      "The advantage," Clara murmured to Marmalade, "is that we won't have far to retreat when this becomes unbearable."

      Behind them, from somewhere in the fog-shrouded street, footsteps echoed briefly before fading toward the square.

      Marmalade's ears swiveled backward, his fur rising slightly along his spine. Clara noticed his sudden alertness and paused.

      "What is it?" She trusted his instincts completely—they'd served her well before.

      But the footsteps had already faded into the fog. Marmalade relaxed his posture slightly and continued walking, though he kept one ear rotated backward.

      "Someone else heading to the séance, perhaps," Clara said softly. "Taking the long way around to avoid arriving with us. How curious."

      Together they crossed the cobbled street and approached Mrs. Penfield's door, one skeptical woman and one highly observant cat, walking toward a séance that would prove far more dramatic than either of them anticipated.

      After all, on All Hallows' Eve, even the dead liked to make an entrance.
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