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        “The boundaries which divide Life from Death are at best shadowy and vague. Who shall say where the one ends, and where the other begins?”
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      It was the perfect night for a vampire hunt.

      A gibbous moon hung over Greenwood Cemetery, wreathed in racing clouds that made the shadows seem to writhe in a macabre dance. The skeletal branches of the elms rattled in a chill December wind. Standing before a mausoleum capped with a hideous gargoyle, I could not deny the thrill of dread that permeated my bones.

      There was only one problem.

      “You do know that vampires aren’t real?” I said.

      John Weston was busy rooting around in a canvas bag. “Eh, Harry?” he muttered distractedly, a lock of light brown hair flopping across his eyes.

      “Mr. Kaylock said so.”

      “Did he?”

      “Yes.” I tucked my hands into the pockets of my red wool coat. “What are you after in there?”

      I heard metallic clanking inside the bag.

      “Just making sure . . . ah!” He produced a crowbar. “There she is.”

      The wind moaned, sending dead leaves swirling across the deserted graveyard.

      “So in light of the fact that vampires are a myth, would you remind me why I’m not at home in bed right now?”

      John flashed his dimples. “Because you can’t resist my company?”

      I studied his wide, expressive mouth and intelligent brown eyes. Weston was tall. I had to stand on my toes to kiss him. “That’s entirely true.”

      Our friendship of many years had finally blossomed to romance, though neither of us had spoken of marriage yet. John was finishing his third year of medical school at Columbia College. I was serving out the fourth month of my suspension from the Society for Psychical Research. But we were both young—I was twenty, John twenty-one—and there would be plenty of time to plan our future together.

      “I think you just wanted to lure me to a deserted spot,” I said, once I’d caught my breath. “For nefarious purposes.”

      John’s gaze held mine. “You’ve no idea,” he said. Then he picked up the lantern, raising it high to illuminate the name engraved on the tomb. “But I have it from my sources in Eastern Europe that Count Enache Vacarescu is indeed one of the Undead, Harry.”

      John corresponded with monster hunters around the world. No rumor was too outlandish to attract his interest. I had seen enough strange things myself at this point that I ruled out nothing, but I did recall Mr. Kaylock—my immediate superior at the S.P.R. and an authority on all things supernatural—saying vampires were a fiction devised by the authors of gothic horror novels. The most likely creature to lurk about a graveyard in the middle of the night was a ghoul, a rather low order of bloodsucker that abhorred iron.

      “The count’s a nasty one,” John continued. “He lived in some remote castle in the Carpathians. Preyed on his poor vassals for years. They finally decided to take matters into their own hands, but he must have gotten wind the mob was coming. He slipped the net and shipped himself to America. Just arrived in New York Harbor last week.”

      The marble mausoleum did appear to be new. It gleamed ghostly white in the moonlight.

      “And what did your sources say would kill it?” I wondered.

      “Iron stake through the heart.”

      “So it is a ghoul.”

      “No,” he said patiently. “It’s a vampire.”

      “What’s the difference?”

      “Hypnotic powers. Superhuman strength.” He tapped one temple. “Cunning, Harry. Vacarescu is old. Very old.”

      I grunted. “If you say so.”

      I produced my lock picks and started working on the entrance. With no referrals from the S.P.R., I’d been reduced to penny-ante investigations of mysterious cold spots—i.e. drafty flats—and one memorable case in which an elderly woman was convinced that her deceased cocker spaniel had come back to eat a leftover kidney pie (the culprit turned out to be her husband). I was bored witless, so when John dangled a jaunt to Greenwood Cemetery in Brooklyn, I’d jumped at the chance to escape the house.

      “Has the count attacked anyone?” I asked, fiddling with the lock.

      “Not yet. But they rise on the ninth day after reinterment.”

      “Which is tonight, I suppose?” I stood back as the tumblers clicked.

      “Yes.”

      John pushed the bronze double-leaf door. It swung back with a theatrical groan.

      I glanced at his bag. “What else do you have in there?”

      “Oh, some odds and ends,” he replied cagily, lifting the lantern.

      We stepped inside the mausoleum. It was very cold. By which I mean a solid twenty degrees colder than the air outside. The wavering light illuminated a stone bier in the center of the chamber. I glimpsed words engraved in a foreign tongue.

      “Right,” John said briskly. “Let’s just open that up.”

      Looking back, it was at this precise moment I felt a pang of genuine misgiving. A quiet voice warning that perhaps we should just turn around, close the door, and be on our merry way. But John was already going at the lid with his crowbar. I knew he wouldn’t be deterred.

      And vampires weren’t real, were they?

      I silenced the rational part of my brain—sad, how easily that came now—and joined him at the bier. John had the shoulders of a heavyweight boxer. Within moments I heard the grinding scrape of stone as the lid shifted a few inches. The noise was horribly loud in the small chamber.

      I raised the lantern. We peered into the crack. I saw a suggestion of dark, heavy cloth. An arm?

      “Shouldn’t you get the stake ready?” I asked.

      “Good point. Let me just double check something . . . .”

      John bent to rummage through his vampire-hunting bag. My gaze remained fixed on the dark crevice. Ghouls were akin to animated corpses. But there was no odor of decay.

      “John?”

      “In a jiff, Harry,” he muttered.

      I heard the rustle of pages turning. Against my will, I glanced over.

      “Did you steal that from Connor?” I asked in disbelief.

      John was flipping through a lurid penny dreadful called Varney the Vampire. I know it belonged to my sister’s errand boy because I recognized the jam stain on the cover.

      “Borrowed,” John said hastily.

      “For what purpose?”

      “Information. The lore is a bit sketchy on certain aspects.”

      My heart sank. “This is your authority?”

      “One of many, Harry,” he replied reassuringly. “One of many.”

      “Oughtn’t you have done your research while we were outside?”

      “Well, you distracted me, didn’t you?” He ran a finger down the page. “Ah, yes. Here’s the bit I was looking for. The thing to watch out for is the teeth. They sharpen to fangs when the vampire smells blood.”

      “That’s fascinating,” I said, rather crossly. “So better it doesn’t.”

      “Right.” John produced an iron stake and mallet, setting them at the foot of the bier. Then he took off his overcoat, pushed his sleeves up, and set to work again. After a moment of waffling, I joined him. The lid shifted another few inches. I could see an old-fashioned frock coat now. And two very white hands clasped across the breast.

      “You see,” John whispered. “No sign of decomposition.”

      “Can you stake it without opening the lid all the way?” I whispered back.

      Why we were both whispering now, I had no idea. It was clearly too late for stealth. But something about those white hands made normal speech impossible.

      “Don’t think so,” he hissed. “Angle’s wrong.”

      More grunting and grinding of stone on stone. The lid was now ajar about eight inches. I could see part of one hollow, bloodless cheek and thin lips. The rest was lost to shadow.

      We stood up and exchanged a quick look. John, as usual, had the air of a child on Christmas morning surveying a mound of shiny presents. I was less euphoric. Particularly since our guide to vanquishing the Undead monster was subtitled, A Feast of Blood.

      “How does Varney die in the story?” I asked softly.

      John reached for the stake. “He dies several times actually. In one of the tales, a deranged medical student brings him back with galvinism. But in the end, he throws himself into Mount Vesuvius. Suicide.”

      I frowned. “So he wasn’t even staked? I don’t see—”

      The lid of the bier gave a violent lurch. Someone shrieked, possibly myself, though I couldn’t be sure because there was a crash of stone and Count Enache Vacarescu sat up from his bier. I saw the dome of a high forehead, thinning black hair, and deep-set eyes that burned like embers in the gloom.

      “Now, John!” I cried.

      But he was standing next to me with his arms limp at his sides, staring transfixed at the creature. The iron stake slipped from John’s hand. It struck the stone floor with an echoing clatter that spelled doom. The vampire made a fluttering gesture with those pale fingers. His lips curved in a smile that revealed pointed canine teeth.

      “Run, Harry,” John said in a subdued voice.

      It seemed a sound idea. I grabbed his hand, but John didn’t budge. He’d fallen under the thing’s spell. And I certainly wasn’t fleeing without him.

      I dove for the stake as the count flung a trousered leg over the edge of the coffin and sprang nimbly to his feet. The lantern lit the hollows of his eyes to ghastly effect. He was bending to John’s neck when I plunged the stake into his back. Vacarescu gave a howl and spun towards me. He looked angry.

      Not the result I’d hoped for.

      I fled to the other side of the bier. Vacarescu feinted left, then right, but I wasn’t falling for it. We faced each other for a long moment. He still had the iron stake sticking out of his back. Either I’d missed the heart or the weapon was a mere irritant.

      I realized two things then. First, vampires were indeed real. And second, I was about to be drained by one.

      I tried to tear my gaze from that uncanny face, but lassitude crept over me. The stone chamber faded away. There was nothing but his blue eyes, burning like cold stars in the darkness. My legs seemed rooted in place as he prowled around the stone bier, skin gleaming like the marble of the tomb itself. An icy hand touched my cheek.

      Surrender. The wordless command filled my ears. Give yourself to eternal life. Eternal beauty. Join me, my little draga, my darling—

      Glass shattered. A sudden flare of light. The rigid features contorted in a grimace as flames erupted from the vampire’s frock coat. John had broken the lantern across his back. The count staggered from the tomb, trailing streamers of orange fire. John pursued with the canvas bag in his hand. I reached the doorway in time to see the count collapse and John’s arm, raised in the silhouette of the flames, driving a second stake into his chest. There was a shrieking, unearthly cry, carried away by the wind. The flames took on a greenish hue like burning phosphorus. John dove to the side and covered his head.

      It was at this point that the vampire exploded.

      There’s really no other word for what occurred. A towering pillar of flame erupted in the center of the cemetery, streaking upward like fireworks. The hot wind of it knocked me back a step. For several long seconds, I was blinded by the afterimage.

      “John?” I cried.

      There was no answer. I blinked rapidly, seized by a sudden bottomless fear that was far worse than Vacarescu’s gaze.

      “Weston!” I bellowed, heart hammering.

      “Over here!”

      I ran on unsteady legs and saw him crawling out from behind a headstone. He was covered in rather nasty dust but looked unharmed. I pulled John to his feet. All that remained of the count was a charred heap of cloth. John stomped the flames out.

      “You see?” he said, panting. “Piece of cake.”

      I started to laugh. “Oh, it had you, don’t pretend otherwise.”

      “Pah. Only for a moment.”

      “I think you would have shined his shoes if he told you to.”

      The smile faltered. “When he touched you . . . . Well, I didn’t have Mount Vesuvius, but I had the lantern. It slowed him down, at least.”

      “I will never disparage penny dreadfuls again,” I vowed.

      His gaze lowered to my mouth. “You have a bit of soot on you, Harry. Let me just . . . .”

      There was quite a bit of kissing after that, which I won’t describe in tedious detail. Suffice it to say that our Sunday outing at Greenwood Cemetery was the most enjoyable evening I’d had in ages—and the last for many days to come.
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      I awoke on Monday morning with a sensation of dread in the pit of my stomach. This had nothing to do with the vampire. It was the prospect of facing another long, idle day at the house on West Tenth Street.

      The only bright side was that my sister Myrtle was no longer confined to her room. Over the summer, she’d been attacked by a gang of thugs in the course of investigating a bank robbery for the Pinkerton Detective Agency. They’d broken her knee, and trust me when I say that Myrtle is even worse at sitting around than I am. She made everyone’s existence a living hell for weeks. But my sister had finally gotten off her crutches and graduated to a cane, allowing her to take clients again.

      Of course, Myrtle had no lack of those. Her reputation guaranteed a steady supply of investigative work—enough that she could pick and choose the cases which caught her interest. I had a small degree of renown myself, but it was entirely overshadowed by my sister. As a matter of pride, I refused to take her leftovers, so I was reduced to waiting for my suspension to expire. Only eight more months.

      I chose a moss green dress with a high, boned collar and central panels that imitated a jacket and vest, twisted my strawberry blonde hair into a chignon, and made my way downstairs to the kitchen. Mrs. Rivers, our housekeeper, greeted me with a smile. A stout, kind woman in her late fifties, she was the bedrock of our home.

      “How was your dinner at the Carlisle?” she asked with a wink. “You two were out rather late.”

      She thoroughly approved of John, whom she had known since he was a boy, and was my confederate in all things Weston-related—not that my parents were home to object. After a brief sojourn home to fuss over Myrtle’s knee, they had sailed off again, this time to the Pacific island of Molokai, where my father was donating his services as a physician to the leper colony there.

      “Oh, it was lovely.” I sat down at the table. “John had the blood pudding.”

      “Really?” She frowned. “He turned his nose up at mine. Said it was vile stuff.”

      “Men,” I replied with a smile, “are enigmas.”

      I picked up the morning edition of The World, squinted my eyes, and started to read. The front page had eight columns of microscopic print, but the big news above the fold was the hanging of Handsome Harry Carlton at the Tombs. He had killed a policeman the previous October. The broadsheet included detailed sketches of the killer, his victim, the policeman’s family, and the prison downtown where he met his demise.

      “It says Carlton will be the last of the New York murderers to die by hanging,” I reported. “In the future, they’ll be executed by electricity.”

      Mrs. Rivers gave an ostentatious shudder, although I knew she was in fact a repository of gruesome crimes—mass murder in particular.

      “A new decade approaches,” she said, glancing at the gas fixtures with trepidation. “I do hope your parents are more sensible than to adopt the latest fad. It sounds horribly dangerous!”

      “I’ve seen Mr. Edison’s power plant. It’s quite ingenious.”

      She made a small sound of disapproval and set the teapot to boil. I returned to the news item. “It says Handsome Harry enjoyed a last breakfast of French coffee, hot rolls, boiled eggs, and toast.” I lowered the paper. “That sounds tasty. Do you think . . . .?”

      “I’ll fix you something, Harry,” she said good-naturedly.

      I moved on to the lesser news. Another factory fire on Water Street. The results of a boxing match at the Occidental Club in San Francisco. Some scandal involving a supreme court justice and a young lady in his church choir named Louise Laudevik Lewis, aka Lulu.

      Mrs. Rivers handed me a cup of coffee. I thanked her and took a sip. The words Was She Murdered? Rich Miss Found in Boudoir caught my attention. The miss in question was a debutante named Laura Ogden March, which rang a bell. The Marches were among Ward McAllister’s anointed Four Hundred—those families who had attained the loftiest heights of New York Society. Laura was found dead in her bedroom at her parent’s home on Sixty-Third Street and Fifth Avenue the previous night. A suspect had already been arrested—

      “Too hot, Harry?” Mrs. River asked as I choked on the coffee. “You ought to blow on it first.”

      I grabbed a napkin to blot my skirts, eyes still locked on the article. “It just went down the wrong way,” I muttered hoarsely.

      There were few details. It was unclear how exactly Laura had died, only that she had been found shortly after midnight. The suspect was arrested at his home, which was only a few blocks away, and taken to the Tombs. By tomorrow, once the reporters had dug out more details, the story would doubtless be splashed across the front page. If not for Handsome Harry and the late hour of Laura’s death, it would already be the sensational news of the day.

      Ms. Rivers had just set a plate of scrambled eggs in front of me when a knock came at the front door. “I’ll get it!” I cried, leaping up.

      I thought it might be John, that perhaps he’d read the morning edition of The World, but when I opened the door I saw a young boy in a cap. A glossy black brougham waited at the curb behind him.

      “Good morning, Miss Pell,” he said cheerfully, for we had met once before. The boy thrust a folded piece of paper at me. I opened it. The handwriting was sharply slanted and a bit wobbly, dashed off by someone in distress. Two lines only, without a formal greeting.

      They’ve taken James. Please, I beg your aid.

      It was signed by Tamsin Moran.

      I hesitated. It was my involvement with the Morans—James, in particular—that had led to my suspension from the Society for Psychical Research last summer. I had no wish to repeat the debacle. But I felt sorry for Tamsin. She had no one left in the world but her son and I knew they doted on each other. I couldn’t blithely refuse the summons. At the least, I would tell her myself that I couldn’t accept the case.

      “Just a moment,” I told the boy.

      I raced back to the kitchen, shoved a forkful of scrambled eggs in my mouth, and grabbed the toast. “I’m afraid I forgot an appointment,” I mumbled.

      “Oh Harry, don’t speak with your mouth full,” Mrs. Rivers said with a frown. “And one ought to sit down while eating breakfast—”

      “No time!” She blinked as I gave her a quick hug and ran back to the hall for my hat and coat.

      “When will you be back?” she demanded from the kitchen doorway.

      “Soon! You can leave the bacon on my plate!”

      I hopped into the carriage and soon we were on our way uptown. The rush hour had subsided, but traffic in the fashionable shopping district of Ladies Mile was still thick. We passed the turreted brick pile of the old Jefferson Market Prison, followed by a series of elegant department stores. The last I’d heard, the Morans were living at the Fifth Avenue Hotel, but the boy passed Madison Square and continued north to Columbus Circle. A light snow dusted the rolling hills of Central Park. The chaos of horses and pedestrians thinned.

      When we approached the corner of Fifth Avenue and Fifty-Eighth Street, I felt a twinge of apprehension. The Morans’ former residence, gutted by fire after the events of the summer, remained a blackened ruin. There was no sign that James had hired builders to repair the damage and I could hardly blame him. I imagined neither he nor his mother would ever want to return there.

      The carriage drew up eight blocks later before a limestone mansion. It wasn’t quite as grand as the old house, but still solidly respectable. The boy hopped down and opened my door. I was admitted by a uniformed maid who took my coat and led me to a large drawing room.

      Tamsin Moran sat on a blue sofa, her legs curled beneath her. She was a wan, ethereal woman, with ash blond hair swept up into a loose bun. She wore a silk dressing gown—I had never seen her in anything else—and delicate slippers trimmed with pearls. Two great hounds, one black, one brindle, lay on the carpet. They jumped to their paws when I entered, rushing up and leaping on me with wagging tails.

      “I’m sorry, miss,” the maid said with a long-suffering look, jerking at their collars.

      “It’s quite all right,” I said, giving each dog a brisk rub behind the ears. “I know Black and Blue.”

      She gave a cautious nod and withdrew. The dogs settled at Tamsin’s feet.

      “Miss Pell,” she said, extending a hand. “Thank God you came.”

      Deep shadows made her blue eyes even brighter, though they had a distinctly glassy sheen. I perched next to her on the sofa. “I’m very sorry to hear about James.”

      “He’s innocent, of course. You do know that?” She gazed at me pleadingly.

      “There was very little in the newspaper,” I replied carefully. “Can you tell me how Miss March died?”

      “I haven’t the foggiest notion!” She seemed suddenly angry and I remembered her quixotic changes of mood. “It was late, but I was still awake. I knew James had gone out. He brought me warm milk and said he had something to attend to.” Her face grew puzzled. “I’m not sure how much time passed, but it wasn’t long, I’m sure of it. When he returned, he was quite upset. He said something terrible had happened and he would be blamed for it, but that it wasn’t his fault. He told me not to worry.”

      A brittle laugh. “Then he locked himself in his study. I don’t know what he was doing in there. A short while later two policemen arrived.” Her grip on my hand tightened painfully. “They took him away! Oh, poor James.”

      “Have you contacted your lawyers?”

      She blinked. “Yes, I think James did that.”

      “Then he has legal representation. I’m sure they’ll sort it out.”

      Her mouth thinned. “So why isn’t he home?”

      “It can take time—”

      “You’ll go see him, won’t you? Find out what’s happening?”

      I swallowed. “Mrs. Moran, there’s really nothing I can do.”

      Tears shone in her eyes. “I feel so helpless. I can’t go down there. It’s like . . . like before . . . .” She covered a sob.

      When James was sixteen, he had shot his father dead and served two years in prison for manslaughter. In fact, it had been a premeditated execution. Knowing all I did about Declan Moran and what sort of man he had been, I felt no pity for him. Yet the scandal had broken poor Tamsin—or perhaps she was already broken. She never left the house and I strongly suspected she was addicted to opiates. His mother was the only person I had ever seen James show genuine tenderness for. I doubted he would feed her habit. Most likely she had a doctor who gave it to her. Opium was so prevalent among all classes—even administered to ease teething pains in babies—that Harper’s had dubbed it “the poor child’s nurse.”

      “I’m very sorry,” I said firmly, “but I can’t take him on as a client again.”

      “I’m not asking you to.” Her hand shook as she wiped her eyes. “Only to go see him.”

      “But what good will that do?”

      “Just ensure the lawyers are doing all they can.” Tamsin’s face darkened. “We pay them enough. Please, Miss Pell. As a personal favor.” She held my eyes. “You saved my life. Mine and James’s both. I . . . I have nowhere else to turn.“

      That much was the truth. I felt my resolve weakening. “One visit,” I said.

      Her shoulder sagged in relief. “Thank you. Benny will take you downtown.”

      “I’ll need you to write me a letter so the keepers admit me. If your cook makes up a parcel of food, I can deliver that as well.”

      “Oh yes,” she said, biting her lip. “I don’t suppose the fare is very palatable.”

      To say the least, I thought, but I didn’t want to upset her further. Tamsin used the thumb-pull next to the mantle to summon her maid, conveying my instructions. Then she sat down at a writing desk and dashed off another note.

      “There you are, Miss Pell,” she said with a wan smile.

      I tucked the paper into my pocket. “One last question. And I beg you to answer honestly. When your son returned, did he have . . . .”

      She waited expectantly.

      I drew a breath. “Any signs of blood on his person?”

      Tamsin recoiled. “None, Miss Pell. I swear it. He was dressed impeccably. You know James.”

      Of course, he could have strangled her, I thought darkly. But I simply nodded. The maid returned with a picnic hamper. I left Mrs. Moran with a vague promise to stop by again and walked out to the waiting carriage. Jacob shook the reins, turning east toward Park Avenue and then downtown. I wondered what I had gotten myself into. Moran was already a convicted murderer and almost certainly guilty of numerous other crimes that he’d never been charged with because he was too smart to allow it. Which did beg the question: why would he kill a prominent socialite in her own bedroom? It would have to be a crime of passion. James did have a wicked temper.

      I wondered if my sister Myrtle had heard the news. She must have. Knowing Myrtle, she would be perversely furious that her quarry had been brought down by another hunter’s arrow. Moran was her obsession. She could not, under any circumstances, find out I’d visited him.

      Yet I must admit, I felt a tingle of excitement—at least something interesting was happening!—though my curiosity was immediately tempered by guilt. Poor Laura March. How had she died?

      I mulled it over as we passed through Printing House Square and entered the Bowery, a broad, flashy thoroughfare crowded with streetcars and conveyances of every sort. During the day, it was a hub of cheap clothing stores, pawnbrokers and shooting galleries filled with beribboned girls and strutting boys in red shirts and hats tilted at a cockeyed angle. At nightfall, the place became a carnival of vice, teeming with dancehalls and concert saloons.

      The carriage halted in front of a granite building on Centre Street that occupied the entire block between Leonard and Franklin. The prison’s official name was the Halls of Justice, but everyone called it the Tombs. It was a forbidding place, prone to flooding when it rained heavily. John and I had experienced that phenomenon firsthand the previous winter. A sliver of ice pricked my spine as I regarded the facade, which did indeed resemble an Egyptian tomb.

      Benny hopped down to open my door. I asked him to wait down the block and climbed the stairs, passing beneath the shadow of four enormous columns into a rectangular courtyard that held the male prison, which was connected to the main building by a covered passage known as the Bridge of Sighs. Inside the courtyard, a dozen men were at work taking down the scaffold for Handsome Harry, a grim reminder of the previous day’s hanging.

      I spoke briefly with a deputy warden, showing him Mrs. Moran’s letter. He inspected the picnic hamper, then directed a keeper to escort me inside. We entered a high-ceilinged, narrow hall with four tiers of cells, each opening to an iron gallery stacked one above the other. The prison was notoriously overcrowded and while the cells had been built fifty years before to hold two inmates, most contained three or more.

      They were sorted according to the gravity of their crimes, with the lightest offenders on the top two tiers. Those who had already been sentenced occupied the ground floor, which had the most spacious cells. The second tier was devoted to men charged with murder, arson, and similar serious crimes. This is where I found Moran.

      He must have thrown some money around because he had the cell to himself. He lay stretched out on the cot, hands laced behind his head. The dank, mildewed smell conjured a host of disagreeable memories. I set them aside as the keeper banged his stick on the bars. “Visitor.”

      Moran’s head turned. I saw a flicker of surprise in those dark eyes, quickly suppressed. He sat up, lithe as a cat. I assumed the police had taken his clothes for examination, for he wore a rough workingman’s shirt and trousers, a size too large. It was bitter cold in the prison, but he had the sleeves pushed up.

      “Pell,” he said brusquely. “What the devil are you doing here?”

      “May I go inside?” I asked the keeper.

      He glanced at Moran, who gave a sour nod. The keeper unlocked the door. The cell was small, about eight by six feet, lit only by a narrow iron-barred window at one end.

      “Holler when you’re done,” he said to me.

      The door clanged shut.

      I studied him for a moment. James Moran took after the Black Irish branch of his family and bore almost no resemblance to the fair Dutch ancestors on Tamsin’s side.

      “Your mother sent me,” I said, setting the hamper on the floor.

      Moran didn’t even glance at it. His face was guarded. “How is she?”

      “As well as can be expected. She wanted me to ensure your attorneys are earning their keep.”

      His lips twisted in a ghastly smile. “Aye, they’re like dogs with a bone. I’ll soon be out of this pisshole.”

      “You can drop the brogue,” I said. “We both know you were born with a silver spoon in one hand.” My gaze fell to his lean, muscular forearms. “And a weighted sap in the other.”

      Moran laughed. “Very well,” he replied in more cultured tones. “You’ve done your duty, Pell. I won’t ask for more.”

      He’d given me permission to abandon this dismal place. Yet my curiosity was piqued, God help me, and I wasn’t quite ready to take my leave. “You bought a new house.”

      Moran resumed his reclining posture, hands laced behind his head, as though he hadn’t a care in the world. “For Mother. She needs her privacy.”

      Raucous laughter drifted over from the cell across the corridor.  “Who’s the doxie?” a voice called out. “Can we borrow her when you’re done havin’ yer fun?”

      He sprang to his feet and gripped the bars. “Shut your filthy mouths,” he said, voice soft but intense. “Or I’ll dirk every mother’s son of ye!”

      Silence reigned for a moment. “We was just kidding around,” the first voice replied with a slightly desperate note. “No offense, Mr. Moran.”

      He didn’t deign to reply, but the agitation he’d kept in check sent him prowling the length of the cell. “Why are you still here?” he demanded, pausing to glare at me.

      “I saw the paper, but it said nothing about how Miss March died. I won’t ask if you did it—”

      “I didn’t,” he snarled. “I wish I’d never gone there!”

      “Why did you?”

      James had been a musical prodigy as a child and had the strong, well-formed hands of a classical pianist. Now his elegant fingers twitched. If it were anyone else, I’d fear he was about to lunge for my throat. But I knew Moran’s restless energy. He was always toying with something—Chinese ring puzzles, knotted cords—and they’d taken that away from him.

      His eyes blazed with impotent fury for a moment, then went dead. “Because she asked me to,” he said heavily, dropping to the cot.

      “Were you . . . involved?”

      He barked a laugh. “Do you really think I’d be interested in chasing respectable girls, Pell?”

      “Er, probably not,” I conceded.

      “We were friends. Or we used to be when we were children. Laura was always good to me.” He scowled. “Even after I was sent up to Auburn Prison. She didn’t treat me any differently.”

      I stayed silent. A single word might make Moran revert to his usual taciturn self, and oddly enough, I was starting to believe he was innocent.

      “She sent me a note begging me to come. Her house was only a few blocks away.” He shook his head. “Jesus Christ, on any other night I would have been down at the Avalon, but I was studying for a midterm examination. It was the only fu—” He glanced up at me. “The only damned evening I’d been at home all month.”

      “Who brought the note?”

      “Her maid. I already gave it to the police.” Moran dragged a hand through his short raven hair. “I suppose the tone could be misinterpreted, especially since the hour was so late. Nearly midnight.”

      I frowned. “Midnight? Where were her parents?”

      That the likes of James Moran would be permitted entry to the home of a genteel family to pay a visit to their unmarried daughter in the middle of the night was inconceivable.

      “At the opera, the girl said. They were planning for a late supper afterwards. She snuck me inside the servants’ entrance.”

      “You know it would have destroyed Miss March’s reputation if it had gotten out,” I said sternly.

      “I know.” He stared into space. “Jesus, I’m cursed.”

      “Do you think . . . ?” I let the sentence trail off, but Moran was quick.

      “That my bloody twisted luck had something to do with it? I don’t know, Pell. There’s been nothing else remarkable these last months. I thought it was over.”

      My last case of note, known in the press as the mystery of the Dead Ringers, involved a streak of uncanny good and bad luck that had touched Moran personally.

      “What happened when you arrived at the March house?” I asked.

      A shadow touched his dark eyes. “The maid brought me upstairs. To Laura’s bedroom. The clock was just striking midnight. All the other servants were asleep.”

      Perhaps it was imagination, but the distant clamor of the prison seemed to fade. I chafed my cold hands, imagining the slow, sonorous chime of the clock as Moran ascended the stairway.

      “The maid announced me and left in a hurry. She was a timid girl. I think she was afraid she’d get in trouble.”

      Rightfully so, I thought.

      Moran bowed his head. “I was left standing in the doorway. Laura sat at her vanity table, her back to me. I said her name, but she didn’t turn around. I entered the room and said her name again.” He swallowed visibly. “She suddenly let out a bloodcurdling shriek and started tearing at her hair. I thought she was having a fit. I ran over and took her wrists, but she stared right through me. It was like she didn’t see me at all. Her eyes . . . .” He raised his head with a haunted expression. “I’ve never seen someone so frightened. Then she just . . . dropped dead.”

      I blinked. “On the spot?”

      He nodded. “The scream roused the whole damned house. The maid came running, along with a footman. And there I was, standing over her.”

      “What did you do?”

      “What do you think? Got the hell out of there!”

      I sighed. “You know it made you look guiltier to flee the scene.”

      “Pell,” he said, speaking slowly as though to a child, “you do realize that they would have arrested me no matter what I did? I needed to tell Mother and . . . to put my affairs in order.”

      “So you locked yourself in your study.”

      “She told you,” he muttered. “Yes, I didn’t want the coppers grubbing through all my personal papers.”

      “You refer to the evidence of your vast criminal empire?” I said sweetly.

      He gave me a mirthless smile. “I had a lovely little bonfire. You can tell your sister that.”

      “Myrtle doesn’t know I’m here and she never will.” I tried to imitate Moran’s menacing stare.

      “Well, she won’t hear it from me.” He seemed to pull himself together. “That’s all of it. If your prurient curiosity has been satisfied, you can run along now.” He laughed at my expression. “I have no interest in attempting to hire your services again.”

      “Good, because I had no intention of offering them,” I shot back. “If you’re truly innocent, I’m sure justice will be done—”

      “Holy Christ, you’re naive,” he muttered. “But the autopsy will show I never laid a hand on her—except to keep her from injuring herself!” He glanced down at his baggy shirt with disgust. “They already took my clothes. Examined my fingernails and every bloody inch of me! I don’t have a scratch.”

      “So you didn’t touch the body afterwards?”

      “No, I didn’t touch the body,” he snapped. “I’m not a complete idiot.”

      “What do you think happened to Miss March?”

      Moran’s knee jittered. “Lost her mind. Nervous breakdown.”

      “Was she unstable?”

      “How the hell would I know? We’d hardly spoken in years.” He drew a ragged breath. “Out, Pell.” He stabbed a finger at the bars. “I need to think.”

      I summoned the keeper. Moran didn’t utter another word, but I left more convinced than ever that he was innocent. James was always at his vilest when he was pushed into a corner. And I could think of no reason he would kill Laura Ogden March in such a bizarre fashion—and under circumstances that made himself the prime suspect.

      As Jacob drove me home in the brougham, I reviewed the facts Moran had given me. If she’d been given poison, it must have been consumed before he arrived. Would someone murder her just to set him up for it? Certainly possible given the number of enemies Moran must have, yet the choice of victim seemed strange. How could they know Laura would summon him to the house at the very moment she dropped dead?

      It was all quite peculiar.

      Yet it wouldn’t be long before the dreadful nature of the mystery began to take shape.
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      The death of Laura Ogden March was indeed the banner headline of the following morning’s newspapers. The poor girl was only seventeen and about to embark on her first round of balls as a debutante. From what I could tell, the known facts corresponded with Moran’s account, although they still hadn’t released the official cause of death. James remained locked up at the Tombs. His case had appeared before the Police Court on Sunday night and Justice Dowling ordered him remanded pending further investigation.

      But Moran’s plight was driven from my mind when John appeared at the door, brandishing tickets to an event at Booth’s Theatre that night.

      “Do you know how hard these were to get?” he said, waving them under my nose. “It was sold out weeks ago! But they always keep a few tickets set aside for the city’s luminaries. Rupert called in a favor from his friend at the box office. He owed me for getting him that skeleton.”

      John had four rowdy brothers—Andy, Paul, Bill and Rupert—of whom the last was an inveterate practical joker.

      “A play?” I asked hopefully.

      “Better!” He paused for dramatic effect. “Professor Oktavian Kinsky.”

      Mrs. Rivers made a swooning noise and our errand boy Connor’s blue eyes lit up. I looked around at them. “Who’s Professor Kinsky?“

      “My God, you do live under a rock, don’t you, Harry?” John said fondly.

      “He’s the mesmerist!” Connor said with excitement. “How many tickets you got?”

      John eyed him ruefully. “Four. I’d give you one, but I thought Myrtle might—”

      “Myrtle might what?” my sister demanded, hobbling into the kitchen on her cane.

      The long black hair and hitching gait lent her an undeniably witchy aspect, which wasn’t helped by the odor of brimstone trailing in her wake.

      “Come along,” John said gamely. “A family outing.”

      Her gray eyes narrowed. “Kinsky is a fraud,” she declared.

      Mrs. Rivers drew herself up. “I think his ideas about animal magnetism are very interesting.”

      “Well, you would, wouldn’t you?” Myrtle retorted, though her tone was mild. “You believe any bit of rubbish the quacks serve you. The more inane the better.”

      My elder sister was still sore about being force-fed Burnham’s Beef Wine & Iron strengthening tonic during her convalescence. It was nasty stuff and of dubious clinical merit, but Mrs. Rivers was a firm subscriber to aggressive treatment of any ailment, real or imagined. Growing up, we had both been subjected to regular doses of Dr. Hand’s Remedy for Children, which promised to cure colic, worms, and “chafing,” whatever that was. Reluctance to swallow the horrid stuff, perhaps. I still remembered the taste with dread.

      “I’ll take her ticket if she don’t want to go,” Connor said hopefully.

      Myrtle sighed and ruffled his copper curls. “Filling the boy’s head with nonsense.”

      “Please, Miss Pell?” He put on his on his most angelic expression.

      “Ah, go ahead,” Myrtle said. ”I’ll be in my laboratory.” She limped to the pantry, grabbed a bottle of vinegar, and gave us an absent wave on her way up the stairs.

      “And what is your interest in Professor Kinsky?” I asked John, examining one of the tickets.

      “Purely scientific,” he replied loftily. “You know they’ve used the techniques of mesmerism to perform surgery without ether. Amputations, too.”

      “Egads,” I muttered.

      If my sister called it a fraud, she was probably right. Myrtle was the cleverest person I knew, barring Moran.

      “I think it’s marvelous,” Mrs. Rivers said, her eyes shining. “Professor Kinsky has cured hundreds of people.”

      “But how?” I asked.

      “He gets you in a trance,” Connor said, waving his arms around to demonstrate.

      “The theory was first put forward by a German doctor named Franz Mesmer,” John explained. “He postulated that all objects have a natural energetic transference. Illness is simply a disruption in the flow of this magnetic force within the human body.”

      I frowned. “That does sound like bunk.”

      John shrugged. “Well, it’s been used by practitioners for the last century, though I’ll admit mesmerism did fall out of fashion until Professor Kinsky came along. He’s very famous in Europe. Many of the noble families have employed his services.”

      “Do you think he could fix my gout?” Mrs. Rivers asked anxiously. “My big toe has been rather inflamed.”

      “I told you to ease back on the sherry,” John admonished. “But perhaps he can.”

      She smiled. “How exciting! You know, I do think my vital fluids are imbalanced. I hear a sort of humming in my ears.”

      I glanced at the ceiling. “That’s just Myrtle’s centrifuge.”

      “Listen, I have to get to class,” John said. ”Pick you all up at seven?”

      Mrs. Hudson and Connor were looking on with avid interest, so we settled for joining hands. “I’ll walk you out,” I said.

      On the stoop, I quickly related the events of the day before. John eyed me dubiously. “You’re not getting involved, are you, Harry?”

      “Of course not. I just felt so sorry for Mrs. Moran.”

      “So do I,” he admitted. “You did the right thing. I’d just hate to see you get on the wrong side of the S.P.R. again.”

      John knew how badly I longed to get back to work.

      “I’ll pay a visit and tell her Moran seemed fine. He has an army of lawyers doing battle for him. Then my involvement is over,” I said firmly. A few snow flurries drifted down to settle in his hair. I smoothed the collar of his overcoat. “Now get to class before you’re late.”

      John gave me a chaste kiss on the hand, though his eyes were a bit devilish. “Stay out of trouble, Harry.”

      I fetched my coat and hat and told Mrs. Rivers I was going for a brisk stroll in Washington Square Park. Then I caught a streetcar uptown and called on Tamsin Moran. I explained that her son seemed well and perfectly capable of managing his own defense. She informed me that the autopsy was scheduled for that afternoon.

      “I’m certain his name will be cleared,” she said dreamily. “Thank you, Miss Pell.”

      I left her reclining on the blue sofa with a vacant expression. Her pupils were tiny pinpricks.

      I hoped Moran would be released, if only for his mother’s sake. A wintry wind gusted through Central Park as I walked down Fifth Avenue toward the elevated line. A handsome mansion a few blocks down at the corner of Sixty-Third had black crepe hanging on the front door. It must be the March house.

      My steps slowed as I passed by, gazing up at the blank windows. What had Laura seen that made her so afraid?

      And why hadn’t Moran seen it, too?
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      Booth’s Theatre was a majestic granite building at the southeast corner of Sixth Avenue and Twenty-Third Street. It was built in the Renaissance style, four ornately decorated stories crowned with a mansard roof. A well-dressed crowd milled around the arched entrance as we lined up to present our tickets. Mrs. Rivers wore her Sunday best and even Connor had reluctantly agreed to a dapper little suit, though he kept tugging at the tight collar with a scowl.

      “Have they really done surgery using only mesmerism?” I asked John.

      “They have indeed, Harry. A Scottish physician named Esdaile claimed he performed over three hundred operations without chloroform in India. Totally painless.”

      “Did anyone corroborate it?” I asked as we shuffled forward in the queue.

      “He wrote a letter to Congress, but I’m not sure if the claim was verified. However, a doctor named Elliotson gave demonstrations at University College Hospital in London that were written up in the Lancet. Charles Dickens was present at one of them! Apparently, the men were close friends. Mr. Dickens had an enduring obsession with mesmerism and even practiced it himself.”

      “Sounds a bit like the spiritualism craze,” I remarked.

      “Yes and no. Mesmerism focuses on the energetic force of living beings, whereas spiritualists commune with the dead. But both have been a topic of serious scientific inquiry.” He grinned. “As you ought to know. That’s what the Society for Psychical Research was founded to accomplish.”

      The North American S.P.R.—we also had a branch in London—was divided into two rival camps. Mr. Harland Kaylock led the skeptics, while Mrs. Orpha Winter rallied the true believers in all occult phenomena. I fell somewhere in the middle. Having wrestled with a vampire the previous Sunday, I knew full well that there were things walking the earth which defied rational explanation. Yet I also knew that New York City was chock full of charlatans of every stripe who preyed on the desperate.

      “What do you believe?” I asked John.

      To my surprise, he didn’t answer right away. “I’m not sure. I
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