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      To everyone who was Team Mina or Team Evaline…thank you from the bottom of my heart.
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            CHAPTER 1

          

          
            Miss Holmes

          

          IN WHICH THE END BEGINS

        

      

    

    
      The dawning of the last decade of the nineteenth century did not come—at least in my opinion—accompanied by celebration and optimism.

      In fact, I regret to say, the change from the old year to the new annal of 1890 brought with it darkness, apprehension, and despair.

      For the latter nine months of the year 1889, I had partnered with Miss Evaline Stoker—a young woman who, though quite different in temperament and intellectual capacity than myself, was an incredibly brave and honorable individual. We had formed this partnership at the behest of Miss Irene Adler, joining her in service to Her Royal Highness Princess Alexandra.

      Those nine months had been fraught with adventure, danger, mystery, and crime-solving, as well as the burgeoning friendship between myself and Miss Stoker despite our mutual initial reluctance to work together. There had also been several members of the male gender who inserted themselves into our investigations, willy-nilly and, at times, unwelcomed.

      But as the year ended and rolled into 1890, everything changed radically—and in utterly unpleasant ways.

      On the day this narrative begins—specifically the seventh of February, which imposed cold, blustery winds and tiny, unforgiving ice pellets on the city as a sort of underscore to the news I was soon to receive—I stumbled gratefully back into the house after running several imperative errands that morning.

      Our housekeeper Mrs. Raskill had gone off to Cornwall to care for her niece, who’d just had her third child, leaving me to run the household on my own—which I am, of course, fully capable, though not particularly desirous, of doing. Today, that included going to market despite the inclement weather, and that was from whence I was returning.

      I’d misplaced half of my favorite pair of gloves—which I needed on a day like today—and instead of protecting me from the sleet and damp, my new umbrella had ended up dumping the wet all over me due to a malfunction of one of its mechanical ribs.

      This, along with the weather, had already put me in an untenable mood, but when I managed to get my dripping, freezing self inside the two-story brick residence I shared with my father, Sir Mycroft Holmes—at least when he bothered to come home—and saw that the mail had been delivered, my emotions soured further. And that was when something very like despair overtook me.

      I glared at the inanimate object of my antipathy as I removed my sagging hat and tossed my soaking cloak vaguely toward the automatic closet.

      There on the table, where the Eppie’s Mail-Monger had sorted each item by size, was the missive I had feared and dreaded.

      Please understand that despair is not a word often used to describe the emotions of a Holmes—whether by myself or someone else. Those of my kindred are of much stouter heart, stronger of spine, and ingenious of resource than to resort to despair.

      But I confess that when I picked up the small square box sitting atop the pile of mail, my insides shriveled. And for the first time in nearly a year, I felt utterly and completely alone.

      Although I knew who the sender was, and what awful news it portended, I examined the package with the careful study that has made the reputation of my infamous family—not only that of my father and my uncle Sherlock, but mine as well.

      The item that captured my reluctant interest was larger than the palm of my hand when I rested it there to feel its weight. A square, cardboard package of brilliant white, it had a crimson ribbon of velvet that tied it closed. A wax seal that seemed to be (and could very well have been, considering the wealth of the individual who’d sent it) made from ground pearls glittered at the seam and ensured that the ribbon had not been disturbed. A small cluster of flowers—miniature red roses of a stunning, bloodlike hue I’d never seen before, and fresh, in February!—were affixed to the top in an elegant sort of nosegay.

      The writing on the front of the teacup-sized box was in a hand not familiar to me, but the perfect script in—Good heavens, did the ink actually carry the scent of roses in its very makeup?

      Pushing a damp lock of hair from my face, I tilted the box and sniffed the pale red writing. Yes, the essence of rose emanated from the particularly large and thick dot at the end of my name—Miss Mina Holmes—on the front. A pale sprinkle of pearlescent glitter dusted the edge of that frontispiece of the cube, and had clung to the ink before it dried. This gave the script a lovely, sparkling depth.

      On any other occasion, I would have been properly awed by the beauty and uniqueness of such a package, but not in this case.

      I considered setting it aside and refusing to open it—after all, there were several other items in the sorted stacks of mail, including a simple, boring, small envelope with my name stamped on it that, at first glance, indicated nothing about the sender.

      But, as I have mentioned previously, a Holmes is always of stout heart (although in my case, that stoutness might be less robust when entering a small, dark, enclosed location), and I knew that ignoring the package would have no effect on its contents and the event it portended.

      And so I carefully removed the tiny blood-red nosegay and pried up the pearly seal, setting them both aside in order to open the lid.

      It lifted easily, and before I could look inside, I heard a quiet whirring from within. To my amazement, a small cardboard block emerged from inside the box, and then another smaller one from inside that one, and another and another, until it telescoped into a sort of tower approximately eighteen inches high from the original package.

      Each block was made from sturdy cardboard whose sides had been cut out in a complicated, lacy pattern and was painstakingly edged with gold paint. It looked almost like a square wedding cake with gilt edges, and as each little extension emerged, a little puff of rose fragrance was released.

      I was impressed and charmed in spite of myself, and when the smallest filigree cube had emerged, the whirring changed slightly. All at once, a small roll of paper emerged like a finger from the top, and suddenly it unfurled itself, down the front of the lacy tower.

      As it unrolled, the paper—which was a shimmery, pliable, vellum-like substance—unfolded two arms so that it became as wide as the original cube and the scroll cascaded down the front of the tower. Finally, the quiet mechanics ceased and the paper hung like a pearlescent banner from a miniature castle’s peak, proclaiming the event that I had been dreading.

      

      
        
        Sir Emmett Oligary

        Requests your esteemed presence

        At the Nuptials of his brother

        Edward Lucas Oligary

        &

        Miss Evaline Eustacia Stoker

        The First of March

        In the Year of Our Lord

        The Oligary Tower Penthouse

        Six O’Clock in the Evening

      

      

      I was not at all surprised to see the words, but I was startled by my physical reaction to them. My stomach pitched sharply downward, my eyes stung, and my heart began to beat faster.

      It is actually going to happen.

      In three weeks.

      I supposed I’d somehow harbored hope that something would occur to change the inevitable. After all, during the last nine months, Evaline and I had managed over and over again to come forth triumphant in the endeavors we undertook.

      Well, most of them.

      I still smarted over the failure of the Chess Queen Enigma, wherein the devious villainess known as the Ankh had managed to steal—right from under my nose!—the secrets (if there actually were any) hidden inside a Byzantine chess table that had belonged to two powerful British queens.

      I sighed and pushed the dripping hair out of my face. As cunning as it was, I couldn’t look at the elegant, complicated, fragrant invitation any longer. I turned away in a whirl of skirts and abject frustration, nearly oversetting the Brolly-Warmer Deluxe.

      I hadn’t spoken to Evaline, nor heard anything from her, for nearly two months—since that night at The Carnelian Crow when the Ankh escaped justice yet again.

      I’d sent her a note the next morning…but she never responded. And despite the fact that I’d thought to call on her several times since, something held me back from contacting her again. She clearly had no desire to be in touch with me, and I told myself I was giving her the opportunity to contend with everything that had happened at The Carnelian Crow.

      Had I made a mistake, staying out of touch?

      And yet I hadn’t received even the whiff of a contact from her either. Apparently, she’d decided to move on with her life.

      But I don’t want to get married. Can’t you do something? You’re a Holmes!

      Evaline had said that to me—in a variety of words, tones, and volumes—more times than I cared to count during our investigation of The Carnelian Crow.

      But there was nothing I could do. Nor was it my place to do anything.

      For, as much as I hated to admit it, Evaline’s problem wasn’t something I or anyone else could fix for her. She had to decide what to do, and then take the appropriate action.

      It was Evaline’s brother, Bram, who’d gotten himself and his wife into a financial fix that required—or so they told Evaline—her to marry a wealthy man. And quickly. They’d told her she had to at least become engaged before the end of the year, or they would succumb to the bill collectors and all of them would be thrown out of Grantworth House.

      When she approached me for help, I merely pointed out to Evaline that she had three options: she could do as Bram and Florence wished and marry to save them, she could marry for herself when and if she chose, or she could simply decide not to marry at all and let Bram and Florence deal with their own mistakes and problems.

      I even offered to allow her to live with me for a while (although, to be truthful, I wasn’t certain how that would go on, for, as I’ve indicated previously, Evaline and I possess such different personalities that one might describe them as sand and glass).

      I glowered at the fancy filigree invitation. Apparently, Evaline had made her decision.

      As I continued looking at the shimmery vellum announcement, I attempted to quell the unfamiliar sense of despair. When Evaline married Ned Oligary on March first, our partnership would be over.

      In effect, it was already over.

      That was why I hadn’t seen nor heard from her in months. And I had no intention of contacting her.

      But what would I do without my partner?

      Well, certainly, there were benefits to working on my own—which I had been doing over the last months, thanks to Miss Adler.

      I could continue with the sorts of tasks to which she’d been setting me: discovering where one of Princess Alix’s ladies-in-waiting’s cat had disappeared to (in the cellar of Buckingham Palace, where the mouse population had happily been decimated), determining the origin of a particular, suspicious-looking tea leaf that had apparently found its way to Her Majesty’s table (a silver needle tip that was imported from China), translating a document from Russian that possibly revealed the location of the Lost Library of Ivan the Terrible (it turned out to be a badly written love poem), and more.

      Not particularly interesting or exciting cases—nor dangerous—but they were enough to keep my mind occupied.

      Working alone, I didn’t have to worry about Evaline doing something impetuous and getting us nearly killed—as she’d done that first night we encountered the Ankh in a secret chamber under the Thames—and several times since. She tended to rage into situations without thinking or planning… Although, I must admit, she’d slightly improved in that area over the last few months.

      I sighed and realized my eyes were stinging. I blinked rapidly, annoyed with myself. A Holmes does not allow emotion to guide her actions.

      Which was why I’d left Evaline alone for the last two months.

      I’d made a mistake in doing so, hadn’t I?

      And now it was too late.

      But perhaps it wasn’t. Her birthday was in three days. Perhaps I could⁠—

      A violent pounding at the front door startled me out of my musings.

      What on earth?

      I was alone in the house, of course, and thus it fell to me to answer whoever it was that insisted on ignoring our mechanized copper and brass cog-work door knocker and using their meaty (they sounded like the size of a ham) fists—yes, plural—to attempt to gain entrance.

      “Open up in there! It’s Scotland Yard!”

      My eyes widened, and my heart gave a funny little skip. I hadn’t spoken to Inspector Ambrose Grayling since that night at The Carnelian Crow. I’d seen him once, from a distance, when I’d visited the Met with my uncle.

      Once, from a distance.

      Grayling had nodded at me, but hadn’t made an effort to speak to me, even after…well, after everything that had happened that night at the secret club.

      “One moment,” I called back, stifling the niggle of despair that reared its ugly head again.

      Grayling would never pound on the door in that violent, uncouth manner, and I certainly didn’t recognize the demanding voice, but the fact that it would be one or more of his colleagues—and perhaps even Grayling himself—spurred me to attempt to fix my drooping hair. I frantically jammed a pin into my heavy locks—and, painfully, into my scalp—in an effort to put myself to rights, despite the fact that the hems of my frock were soaking.

      “Open up!” The door heaved on its hinges beneath the onslaught of heavy fists, and I began to become alarmed.

      What on earth was the matter?

      Were they in search of my father on some urgent task?

      Was there an emergency? If so, why didn’t they say so instead of making such rude demands?

      Or were they just being ham-handed (I make that jest quite purposely) and obnoxious?

      I flung open the door, prepared to give whoever it was a very strident lecture. There were three men standing there—none of whom were Grayling. “Sir, your impatience and vociferous⁠—”

      “Miss Alvermina Holmes?” demanded the burly constable whose raised hand indicated he was the one who’d been attempting to pound down my door.

      How dare he interrupt me? What a rude individual. I was going to have to speak to his superior.

      “I’m Miss Holmes. I cannot understand why⁠—”

      “Miss Holmes, step out here, please.” The man actually had the audacity to interrupt me a second time—and to give me an order.

      “I most certainly will not⁠—”

      “Miss Holmes, I’m not going to say it again. Step out of the house and keep your hands where I can see them.”

      Evaline Stoker might be one of the most physically strong and capable people I know, and she might be quick to defend or attack, but at that moment, when I realized what was happening, I would have anticipated even her.

      I reacted in an instant, slamming the door and bolting it in one smooth, quicksilver motion. My heart was thudding wildly.

      Something was wrong. Something was very wrong.

      “Alvermina Holmes, open the door immediately! The house is surrounded by constables, and there is nowhere for you to go.”

      Something was definitely very, very wrong.

      “Open up, Miss Holmes!”

      That little niggle of despair I’d been battling?

      In that moment, as the situation began to sink in, it became a full-blown hurricane of shock and fear. And when I heard the next words, I went completely numb:

      “Alvermina Holmes, the Metropolitan Police are placing you under arrest for the murder of Frederick Boggs.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 2

          

          
            Miss Stoker

          

          INVITATION FROM A MURDERER

        

      

    

    
      The day the invitations to my wedding were sent (and delivered; the Oligarys don’t wait on the post) was a horrid day. And I don’t just mean the weather (which was cold, sleety, and windy).

      I felt as if I were Anne Boleyn, having her execution date set.

      There’d been no escape for her.

      There was no escape for me.

      The last two months had been a blur of activity. Dress fittings. Trousseau fittings. Guest lists. Invitation design. Wedding theme. Blasted flower choices.

      And then, somewhere in there, Florence had had the idea of a masquerade ball for my eighteenth birthday. (It was partly my fault, because she’d asked me what kind of celebration I wanted. I was not in a good mood—there had been three meetings in a row about what sort of stockings I was going to wear under my wedding dress—so I’d made a flip comment about everyone walking around with masks on so I didn’t have to talk to them. And the next thing I knew, there was going to be a masquerade ball.)

      And as if the meetings and planning wasn’t enough, there were also all of the required social calls. That was so everyone could swoon over my “choice” of fiancé.

      Which I despised. (The social calls, not my fiancé. Honestly, Ned was a nice enough man. It wasn’t his fault I didn’t want to get married.)

      To make it worse, my sister-in-law Florence had been floating around as if on air since everything had been finalized. And now she had moved on to badgering me about what I was going to wear at the masquerade ball in three days’ time.

      (Did I care? No. No, I did not.)

      And so, on the day my wedding invitations were hand-delivered all over the city, all I wanted to do was hide away and sulk.

      Or to hit something. Hard enough to shatter it.

      So that was what I did. I locked myself in the large, empty ballroom that I used for practicing my vampire-fighting skills. Florence didn’t know about this side of me, of course. And now that I was getting married and saving him from financial ruin, Bram pretended to have forgotten about it—because, of course, once I was an Oligary, I would no longer be able to slink around on the streets at night and slay the UnDead.

      Not that I had been doing that anyway, for the last two months.

      Grimacing at the thought, I turned on the Sure-Step Debonair Dance-Tutor, which was supposed to be used to teach young ladies to dance. But in my case, it had been reformulated by my trainer, Siri, to help me learn to fight better.

      I was so angry and upset that it took only a single, rounding blow from my leg to send the Sure-Step clattering across the room. It ended up in a heap of groaning cogs and steaming mechanics that hissed into silence.

      Drat and blast! Now what was I going to do?

      I fumed, spinning, kicking, and punching at invisible vampires and society matrons and bill collectors and floral designers until I was a sweaty, panting mess.

      And just as I gave one last furious stomp, someone knocked on the chamber door.

      “Miss Evaline?” It was Brentwood, our butler.

      “Yes?” I limped over to the door (I’d stubbed my toe in a fit of pique) and cracked it open. There was no need for Brentwood to see that I was wearing very unfeminine clothing, and how much of a bedraggled mess my hair had become.

      “There’s a message come for you.”

      “Thanks,” I said unenthusiastically. I accepted the message slipped through the small opening. Probably another invitation to tea or to a fête or to the theater.

      “The—er—messenger is waiting your reply.”

      I closed the door firmly. My reply? Simple: No thank you.

      A gust of wintry wind rattled the window, and I glared at the sleet and ugliness outside. Then I glared at the message.

      Now that I was going to marry the most famous, wealthiest bachelor in the city—excluding Ned’s brother Sir Emmett, of course—the invitations had poured into our house. I’d had social engagements aplenty before, and I’d avoided as many of them as possible. But they’d increased tenfold since the announcement in the Times, which Ned, Bram, and Florence had published without my agreement.

      The reminder of what they’d done infuriated me every time I thought about it. But it was too late. The damage had been done. And in three weeks, I was going to be a very rich woman.

      A wife.

      Tears stung my eyes, and before I could stop myself, I pulled back my fist and punched the wall.

      It went through the plaster so hard and fast that my knuckled slammed into the inside of the wall on the other side.

      And it hurt, blast it.

      Venators—vampire hunters—can be injured. We heal quickly, but we can feel the pain.

      I glared at my bruised knuckles and blinked back the tears. How could I give up my responsibility as a vampire hunter now that I was going to be a wife?

      In my fury, I’d dropped the new message on the floor. Still frowning, I swooped down to pick it up. One of the benefits of being a Venator was that I often went without the tight stays other women wore. Thus, I could bend and twist with ease.

      The thick crème packet was heavy between my fingers. I gave it a dark look. If Mina Holmes were here, she’d probably look at it and be able to tell me exactly who it was from and what they wanted—without even opening it.

      Mina Holmes.

      I gave the same sort of sniff she did when she didn’t want to admit she was wrong about something.

      I hadn’t heard a thing from Mina since that night at The Carnelian Crow—the night I’d learned Pix’s real identity.

      The night he had been arrested.

      For murder.

      Mina hadn’t so much as sent me a note since then. Even after the engagement announcement was published.

      And I saw no reason to contact her if she ignored me. In fact, I told Florence not to bother to send her an invitation to my birthday masquerade.

      I wanted to tear the message into pieces. I almost did.

      And then I saw the seal on it.

      Cosgrove-Pitt.

      My stomach flipped.

      I turned it back over. My name was written on it in a feminine hand: Miss Evaline Stoker.

      Before I realized what I was doing, I’d removed the coppery wax seal.

      

      
        
        Miss Stoker:

        Felicitations on your upcoming nuptials.

        Would you be so kind as to join me for tea today? Three o’clock at Cosgrove Terrace.

        —Lady Isabella Cosgrove-Pitt

      

      

      I stared at the beautiful handwriting. Then I yanked the door back open. “Brentwood!” I rushed into the hall, uncaring that I looked like a harridan. I was engaged to be married, after all. It no longer mattered what I looked like, I thought bitterly. It only mattered what I did—or, more accurately, didn’t do.

      “Yes, miss?” He appeared quickly, and it was a testament to his station that he didn’t even wince at the sight of me.

      “Is the messenger still waiting?”

      “No, miss,” he replied. “I took your response to be—a—er—negative.”

      Drat. “Send word to Cosgrove Terrace, to Lady Isabella, that I accept her invitation.”

      Without waiting for him to respond, I flew up the stairs to my bedchamber, calling for Pepper. It was nearly one o’clock. I hadn’t a moment to waste.

      Why was I so excited about this particular invitation?

      Because Lady Isabella Cosgrove-Pitt was, according to Mina Holmes, the Ankh. (I supposed, after the events at The Carnelian Crow, I must agree with her. I had, after all, seen her there with my own eyes.)

      The Ankh was the woman who’d nearly electrofied me to death, the woman who’d killed at least two other young ladies, the woman who’d purposely caused her own husband’s death, the woman who kept getting away from me and Mina.

      A first-rate criminal.

      A cunning villain.

      Why was she inviting me to her house?

      I couldn’t wait to find out.

      This was the sort of thing I loved. Adventure! Mystery. Action. Danger.

      “Pepper!” I shrieked, punching the two buttons on my wardrobe so fast that the revolving racks started and stopped with great, clattering jolts. A bangled peach frock fell from one of its moorings, landing in a glittery heap on the floor.

      “What is it, miss?” cried my maid, bursting through the door.

      “I’m going to tea!” I was pawing through the selection of wraps and gloves.

      “All right, then, miss,” Pepper said. But she was looking at me as if I was going mad.

      I caught a glimpse of myself in the mirror and realized she might have a point. My hair was a wild mess. My eyes were bright and intense. My face was flushed from my activities.

      And I hadn’t been interested in any social event for months.

      “Sit ye’self there, then, and let me see to your hair, Miss Evvie,” Pepper said in the sort of voice one might use to a cornered, hissing cat. “And then we can talk about which frock you want to wear.”

      I was glad to put myself into her capable hands. She helped me out of the loose trousers and simple linen tunic I wore when practicing. Beneath, I was wearing only a short, tight chemise that kept my bosom from flopping around but allowed me to move, and a pair of knickers.

      I sat down and began to relax as Pepper pulled the pins from my dark, curly hair.

      Why did Lady Isabella want to see me? Her husband—before he died in December—had been the Parliamentary leader, the most important man in the governing body. I’d only met them (officially; not counting when Lady Isabella was acting as the Ankh) two or three times, during large parties or balls. We’d only ever exchanged a few private words—once at the funeral of Richard Dancy, and only briefly at the Roses Ball and Yule Fête—both at Cosgrove Terrace.

      The answer came to me. It was obvious. I was going to be an Oligary. A member of a very powerful family in England—even more powerful than the Cosgrove-Pitts, perhaps.

      So Lady Isabella wanted to be friends.

      The Ankh. A criminal. A murderer wanted to be friends with me?

      I shook my head, and Pepper tsked when she lost her grip on a curl she was pinning at my crown.

      Should I send word to Mina?

      Maybe Mina had been invited as well.

      I sneered inwardly. Mina Holmes. She hadn’t even bothered to congratulate me—or berate me—on my wedding announcement.

      She couldn’t have failed to see it. It had been in every dratted newspaper in the city, blast my sister-in-law.

      Why hadn’t Mina contacted me?

      Why hadn’t she helped me figure a way out of this mess?

      The anger I’d been feeling for weeks bubbled up inside me again. I curled my fists tightly and felt one of my joints creak. My fingernails left deep, bloody wounds in my palms. (Sometimes I don’t know my own strength.)

      I forced the thoughts away.

      I would go to Lady Isabella’s for tea. I’d assess the situation. If, as I suspected, Mina was there as well, I would be cool, remote, and very, very pleasant to her. Extremely pleasant.

      And then I’d leave and that would be it.

      I nodded to myself, accidentally moving my head again. This time, I was jabbed in the scalp by one of the pins. I yelped.

      “Sorry, miss,” Pepper said. But she didn’t sound sorry at all. “Shall I fix up a bit o’ weaponry for you, then, miss?” There was a gleam in her eyes.

      Besides Bram, Pepper was the only one in the household who knew about my secret life. She enjoyed the challenge of outfitting me with stakes hidden on my person—in my hair, or in secret pockets of my skirts—as well as other vampire-hunting equipment. Crosses. Salted holy water. And, once, she’d even experimented with a way for me to carry a sword (useful for beheading a vampire, but not so convenient when one was trying to waltz).

      I opened my mouth to say no, but then I heard Mina’s exasperated voice in my head: When are you ever going to learn to be prepared for any eventuality, Evaline?

      Right.

      Well, today. Today was the day I was going to learn to be prepared for any eventuality.

      After all, I was going to Lady Isabella’s house—presumably the lair of the Ankh. It would be foolish of me not to go prepared.

      “Yes, Pepper. That would be excellent.”

      Pepper’s eyes lit up as brightly as her frizzed coppery hair. She spun and crouched, flipping up the rug that covered the secret compartment in the floor where we kept all of my vampire-hunting equipment.

      I couldn’t stop a wave of grief.

      When I moved to Ned Oligary’s house, I wouldn’t have a secret hiding place like that. I wouldn’t be able to bring that chest of equipment.

      I wouldn’t need it anymore.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      As Middy navigated my carriage up the broad, curving drive of Cosgrove Terrace—which was the name of the mansion where Lady Isabella had lived with her recently deceased husband—I couldn’t help but remember the last time I’d been here.

      That was the night Lord Belmont Cosgrove-Pitt had jumped to his death in the middle of their Yule Fête. He’d landed with a splot on the ballroom floor.

      Pix had been there that night too. I’d almost missed him—he’d been dressed as a maidservant, of all things.

      I coldly steered my thoughts from Pix—better known as Mr. Edison Smith.

      He was in jail. For murder.

      For the murder of Ned’s brother’s business partner, Hiram Bartholomew.

      It didn’t surprise me. Not really. Pix—Mr. Smith, I mean—had always been mysterious and dangerous, with an underlying aura of violence. I’d seen evidence that he could take care of himself, physically. I suppose it wasn’t a stretch to imagine him killing someone.

      Murder.

      I’d kissed a murderer.

      And now I was about to visit and take tea with another one.

      I was thrilled.

      As I’d expected, the massive Cosgrove Terrace was draped in the black of mourning. Two huge black banners hung from the uppermost balconies down four stories, puddling on the ground behind the bushes. Each window was covered with a sheer black drape. The banners must have been weighted on the bottom, for though the fabric danced and shivered in the wintery wind, it remained in place. A massive black velvet bow hung on the front door, with a wide ribbon striping from top to bottom behind it.

      The mansion looked gloomy and forbidding in the cold, colorless day. I couldn’t control a shiver.

      Middy helped me down from the carriage as the sky spat sleet and snow. My sea-green skirts swirled neatly into place beneath the heavy green velvet cloak I’d worn. The fashionable over-corset I’d chosen was flexible enough that I could bend and twist. My slippers had soft but thick soles covered with something that kept them from slipping on wood or marble, and I was grateful someone had sprinkled white sand over the drive so I wouldn’t ruin them in the wet. The gloves I’d chosen were of thick forest-green wool, with little cog-work frog connectors all along the back of the hand, wrist, and halfway up my arm. I loved those gloves.

      Thanks to Pepper’s ingenuity, I didn’t clatter or clink as I made my way up the steps to the main entrance (a footman had appeared and was protecting me with a three-sided umbrella), but I was well armed.

      Mina would be proud.

      I soured again as the door opened for me. I didn’t care what Mina Holmes thought. Or didn’t think.

      But I couldn’t help but realize: often when we’d attended a gathering at places like Cosgrove Terrace, we’d ridden together.

      Except, now, I usually attended balls and parties with Ned, in his carriage. And once in his brother’s very amazing steam-car.

      Oh, drat.

      I pushed away the monstrous thought of my wedding and walked into the foyer.

      “Miss Stoker, welcome. Lady Cosgrove-Pitt is expecting you.”

      The butler led me up the stairs to a small parlor tucked deep in the rear of the mansion. Although I’d done my share of snooping at Cosgrove Terrace—including in Lady Isabella’s private office—I’d never seen this elegant room.

      Although small, the chamber had been furnished with elegance and taste. It was breathtakingly lovely and exuded comfort and luxury. It was feminine without being fussy.

      The divan and two armchairs were upholstered in a rich sapphire blue. I guessed you’d sink down several inches when you sat on them. The walls were covered with silken fabric—not paper—of midnight blue that shimmered gently from the gold and silver threads woven through it. The movement was subtle, and I realized there was some sort of low fan mechanism behind the wall that caused the fabric to shiver ever so slightly, always causing some delicate movement without it being distracting. It was almost like being underwater, with the constant, gentle movement.

      Beads and sequins created ornate images on the fabric walls: swirling vines and flowers, a celestial sky with stars and planets, a forest with tall, graceful trees embracing a glittering pond and grasses that seemed to sway. Though the furnishings were dark, the ceiling was high, so the chamber felt cozy instead of enclosed. There were five tall, slender windows that allowed in the gray light—and today the wind tossed the black mourning banners back and forth, offering even more illumination.

      A massive five-tiered chandelier in the shape of an inverted pyramid hung from the ceiling. Countless tiny gaslights flickered behind crystals and cut glass. It was so tall that the bottom layer, the narrowest, hung only three feet above the seating arrangement of two chairs and a round tea table. The light it cast was soft and patterned.

      “Miss Stoker. Come in.”

      Lady Isabella was alone in the chamber. She rose as I stepped into the room, her taffeta skirts and petticoats rustling. Her entire ensemble was in unrelieved black, but it was trimmed and embroidered beautifully.

      She was an attractive woman. Not stunning, but beautiful in her own striking way. According to the latest edition of Kimball’s British Peerage, Lady Isabella was thirty-five. She had dark brown hair, although today it was covered by a flat lacy cap in mourning black. Her eyes were gray, a fact that Mina insisted helped Lady Isabella conceal her identity as the Ankh.

      Her eyes appear to change color depending upon what she’s wearing, Mina had told me—numerous times. Then droned on about how elementary it was to effect excellent yet simple disguises when one knew as much about human behavior as she did.

      I gritted my teeth.

      “Good afternoon, my lady,” I said with a brief curtsy. I realized this was the first time I’d ever been alone with the woman—except the time she’d tried to kill me. No, actually, we hadn’t been alone even then. Two of her goons had been there. I wondered what had happened to them.

      She’d probably electrofied them too.

      “Please, Evaline—it’s Isabella.” Her smile was warm. “If you’ll permit my informality.”

      I hid my shock. For a peer to suggest that I, not titled and a much younger woman, call her by her familiar name was very unusual. Although, I suppose, when a woman has tried to murder you, what’s the sense in formality?

      I nodded.

      “I’m so pleased you were able to accept my invitation,” she continued, gesturing to the chair opposite hers. “Of course, I’m not able to be as social as I’d like at this difficult time. Thus, I’m relegated to relying on people coming to visit me. And, of course, attending your birthday masquerade on Friday would be quite inappropriate.”

      “Not at all,” I said. I’d been right—the chair was soft, and I sank right in.

      “It’s so lonely now that my dear Belmont is gone,” Lady Isabella went on (I just couldn’t think of her as plain old Isabella). “And since it wouldn’t be proper to even make social calls—for of course I must emulate Her Majesty in demonstrating grief over the loss of my dear husband—I find it even more difficult to get through the days with no one around but for the servants.”

      It remained unspoken but obvious that one simply didn’t talk to servants. One hardly realized they were there, in fact. And yet, they were everywhere in a house like this. Chambermaids, parlourmaids, scullery maids, grooms, footmen, the housekeeper, the butler, the cook, the valet, various lady’s maids to attend to Lady Isabella and her wardrobe… Cosgrove Terrace must have more than a dozen servants. She was closed off, but not the least bit alone.

      We didn’t have a large staff at Grantworth House anymore. Just Pepper and Mrs. Gernum and Brentwood. But when I married Ned, we’d have an army of servants.

      For some reason, that made me feel prickly. I didn’t want people around and underfoot all the time. I supposed Lady Isabella was used to it—she wouldn’t even know the names and faces of them all, because that would fall to the housekeeper—but I certainly wouldn’t be used to it. Could I ever be?

      “Shall I ring for tea, then, Evaline? It’s such a dreary, nasty day; I could use something soothing and warm.” Lady Isabella smiled. “And my cook is absolutely brilliant with strawberry cream puffs.”

      “Yes, of course. That would be very nice.” My mouth watered. Strawberries at this time of year? Cosgrove Terrace must have a greenhouse where they grew.

      “Very well.” She reached an elegant hand—gloved in black, of course—out to push the button on a small device resting on the piecrust table next to her. I thought I heard a distant chime, but I couldn’t be too certain. I definitely heard the wind buffeting against the mourning banners and rattling the windows. “What a dreadful day,” she said, reading my mind. “Again, I’m so grateful you were able to visit, despite the weather. I know how busy you must be, and how in demand you are—socially speaking.”

      Even though I knew she was the Ankh, and that she’d been the one to cause her husband’s death, I found it difficult to remember that as she spoke. And at the same time, she knew that I knew she was a murderous villain.

      It was a very strange interlude.

      “Oh, well, as it happened, I didn’t have any engagements today.” At least any that I’d wanted to fulfill. It was an invitation from a murderer that had excited me. But so far, Lady Isabella seemed bland and boring. Not at all villainous.

      Was it possible Mina was wrong?

      Maybe Lady Isabella had an identical twin who was actually the Ankh!

      The chamber door opened and a maid—also dressed in head-to-toe black—slipped in, pushing an elegant wheeled cart. She set up our tea service, then edged the cart toward us while Lady Isabella and I waited in silence. Then the maid moved about the room adjusting the curtains and stoking the fire that blazed merrily from a corner.

      Finally, she left the parlor, closing the door behind her. Lady Isabella and I were alone once more. I hoped something interesting would happen—although the teacakes looked marvelous, and I’d hate for them to be wasted. Hopefully whatever she had planned would wait until after tea.

      “You must be very eager for your upcoming nuptials,” she said, pressing a button on the filigree copper tea stand.

      “Oh, yes, of course,” I replied absently. I was watching the tea stand (and the strawberry puff cakes) with interest.

      I’d never seen anything like that tea stand. Even Miss Adler didn’t have one. The teapot—a tall, slender, curvy one made from ink-black china painted with dark blue flowers so as to match the chamber—sat on a round platform. Beneath, a small mechanism steamed silently, obviously keeping the pot warm. The platform was open on the sides, cut out in a filigree pattern that reminded me unpleasantly of my wedding invitations. Five flat, round disks stuck out from the tea stand on elegant curved arms, and on top of two of them rested matching blue and black teacups and saucers.

      The teapot rose from the center, then slowly tilted. At the same time, the nearest cup holder lifted smoothly and silently to a position beneath the slender, elephantine spout. Steaming tea poured in a perfect stream into the cup. When Lady Isabella pushed the button again, the teapot tilted back and a different cup holder circled into place.

      She handed me my tea. It smelled light and floral, and even the saucer was warm in my gloved hands.

      I was just about to sip when something stopped me. I was having tea with a murderer. Maybe I should wait to see whether she drank from the same pot. I set down my cup so abruptly that it clinked against the saucer.

      “Sugar? Milk?” she asked as tea streamed into the second cup.

      I was enchanted, for the sugar wasn’t in square cubes. It was formed in the shape of fingernail-sized roses, each tinted blue. Of course, I added three of them to my tea. They were so pretty.

      As I stirred, I eyed Lady Isabella casually. I wondered if she’d add sugar to her drink. Maybe the poison was in the sugar.

      Because why else was I here? Surely she meant to do something to me besides bore me to death with inane chatter.

      Poison me. Drug me. Attempt to kill me.

      If she didn’t, she wasn’t much of a criminal.

      “Do have a strawberry puff, Evaline. And then you must tell me all about the wedding. I’m afraid I must decline to attend—it wouldn’t be seemly, of course—so I shall have to hear all about it from you. I can only imagine how lovely it’s going to be.” Lady Isabella’s smile seemed genuine as she lifted her cup to sip. “The Oligarys have excellent taste.”

      Drat. I hadn’t noticed whether she’d added sugar to hers.

      Now I dared not drink, even though I really wanted to. I did pick up a cream puff, taking one on the opposite side of the plate—closer to her. Just in case. And then, thinking better of it when I saw that her tea plate remained empty, I set it down on my plate.

      Blast it! Was I going to have to sit here all afternoon and merely look at this lovely tea?

      “It’s certainly going to be an event,” I replied vaguely, picking up the thread of the conversation. To be honest, I hadn’t been paying much attention to the details of the wedding. Florence and Ned and even Sir Emmett had plunged into the planning as if it were a royal wedding, mostly leaving me to my own devices. I barely knew what my dress looked like.

      I eyed the three-tiered plate of pyramid-shaped biscuits. They appeared to be made from cocoa, and each was topped with a pale pink glaze that looked like a blushing snowcap on the chocolatey pyramid’s pointy top. And there were also some very lacy-looking, rippling pastries that looked like artistically wrinkled doilies. They were drizzled with a cinnamon glaze.

      My stomach growled quietly. I clenched it tightly from the inside.

      “It must be very exciting to be marrying into the Oligary family, especially now that Sir Emmett has just been knighted. Just think of how different your life will be.” She smiled. “I had a similar experience, you know. When I married Belmont, I was only a bit older than you, and I hadn’t come from a very wealthy family.”

      “Oh yes,” I said, unable to hide my listlessness. “My life will be very different.”

      “I beg your pardon if I’m prying, Evaline, but you don’t sound very happy about your future.”

      I looked at her, expecting to see that same warm, sparkling expression in her eyes. But instead there was a glint of hardness there. And one of sympathy. I opened my mouth to speak, then shut it. I wasn’t about to share the whole situation with Lady Isabella.

      “It’s rather a shame, I think—a woman like you having to make such a sacrifice for her family.”

      Exactly!

      “What I mean to say—if you permit my bluntness—is that your…er…activities will, by necessity, become rather restricted once you join the Oligary family.”

      I am well aware of that.

      But I still kept my lips clamped shut. As much as I privately agreed with her, I simply couldn’t do so outright.

      When I didn’t respond, she settled back in her chair with a sigh. “Evaline, please drink your tea. I assure you, I haven’t poisoned it or anything here.”

      “Then why have you invited me here?” I demanded. “Are you going to electrofy me instead?”

      Her eyes flared with surprise then turned a bit frosty. “Not at all, Evaline, and I must say, it’s abominably rude of you to mention that whilst we are having a civilized tea.”

      I scoffed, but took the opportunity to pop one of the strawberry puffs into my mouth. After all, if she wasn’t poisoning me⁠—

      It was heavenly.

      I nearly moaned, and it was all I could do to keep from plucking up three more and shoving them in rapid succession into my mouth.

      “At any rate, Evaline, the reason I’ve invited you here today is simply because I have…a delicate situation. It has to do with the UnDead. And I want your help.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 3

          

          
            Miss Holmes

          

          WHEREIN OUR HEROINE MAKES A BOLD MOVE

        

      

    

    
      Even as the words the murder of Frederick Boggs penetrated my always-keen mind, I sprang into action.

      I pushed it away—any accusation of murder against me was, of course, absurd—and focused all of my efforts on speedy, efficient, and effective movements.

      I didn’t have time to change my entire ensemble; the way the constables were pounding on the door indicated their unwavering intention to come inside no matter how they must accomplish it. I calculated I had no more than five minutes before the door splintered and they were pouring into my house. Illegally, might I add.

      How dare they accost the daughter of Sir Mycroft in such a manner? What cheek for them to demand custody of the special agent of Her Royal Highness, Princess Alexandra! Though I was infuriated, I couldn’t spend even an instant of energy focusing on such an atrocity.

      I’d fled to my bedchamber and was busy in there. My only avenue of escape was a bold exit, and I had a single chance. This must be the best—and fastest—disguise of my life.

      Moments after taking what I needed of my personal effects, I dashed to the kitchen and its attached pantry, where Mrs. Raskill kept her things. The pounding had not ceased, and as I passed by the creaking, heaving front door, I called, “Mrs. Raskill! Please don’t let them in!”

      The thudding became more violent after that; I could only assume they’d heard me, as I had, of course, intended.

      As I busied myself in the pantry—thankful that our housekeeper kept a small mirror and a wash basin there as well—I took one more moment to cry out, “Please don’t let them in, Mrs. Raskill! I’ll explain everything once they’re gone!” I pitched my voice loud enough to be heard, I hoped, by someone gathering around the house.

      I forced myself to be methodical and efficient, despite the fact that my fingers shook a trifle and my insides were knotted tightly. Although it seemed as though time both raced past and was crawling infinitesimally slowly, it took less than the five minutes I’d allotted to turn myself from a fashionably dressed young woman into an older, thicker, more simply garbed housekeeper.

      Thus, when I flung open the back door by the kitchen—the one where Mrs. Raskill not only came and went, but also tossed the contents of soup pots or dishwater—the constables standing there didn’t immediately rush toward me.

      “Glory me!” I cried in an elderly voice stricken with horror. Dramatically, I clutched the market bag I’d packed against Mrs. Raskill’s borrowed cloak. “Mina! What on earth is happening?” I called into the house behind me. Then I turned back to the men, ducking against the spray of the horrid weather. “What are you doing here? What do you want?” My voice quavered with age and outrage—the latter emotion being quite genuine.

      “Ma’am, you’re going to have to step away and allow us inside. Miss Alvermina Holmes is wanted for—er—questioning in a murder case,” said one of the constables, whose hat was dripping with icy precipitation. He, in contrast to the one banging on the front door, seemed at least marginally deferential.

      “Murder?” I reared back, widening my eyes in surprise. Fortunately, the tiny specks of spirit gum I’d placed at the corners of my eyes and mouth to change their shape and create wrinkles remained in place—there had been a question as to whether they would, as I’d been working so quickly. A round pair of glasses, tinted with a soft gray, sat on my nose, making my eyes look smaller to the person in front of me. They fogged up immediately in the cold sleet. But the neat gray wig with its bun sat warm on my head, and a simple tunnel bonnet offered a bit of obstruction over my features—as well as protection from the sleet. “Why, that’s impossible!”

      “Sergeant! Back here!” called one of the other men.

      “Ma’am, you’re going to have to let us in the house to get her.”

      “But, glory be, she—she told me not to,” I replied, edging away from the door and into the small courtyard behind our house. The gate leading to the street sagged open, thanks to the dratted Metropolitan Police. It was only a few steps away. “It’ll be my job if you⁠—”

      “Do you have her?” shouted a man, splashing around from the front of the house. I tensed, for I recognized him immediately as the one in charge. The one who’d announced his intention of arresting me for murder. The one who’d nearly yanked me through the open door five minutes ago.

      “She’s inside, sir,” replied the man to whom I’d been speaking. He shifted his feet in the slush.

      If my disguise failed me now, I didn’t know what I’d do.

      Yes I did. I’d think of something.

      “Inside? The door’s open? It’s not breaking in, then, right-o? Let’s go!” The leader, who slipped a little in the icy muck, pushed past me and barged into the house.

      “Oh dear,” I said, taking another step toward the open gate and freedom. “I do hope she’s not hiding in the cellar any longer. It’s frightfully damp and cold down there.”

      “Blaketon! She’s in the cellar!” shouted the constable. One of Mr. Stoker’s players at the Lyceum Theater couldn’t have been more on cue.

      This caused an absolute stampede of constables (had the Met really sent six men to arrest me?) into the house, and storming about—obviously looking for an entrance to the cellar…which didn’t exist.

      Having been thus abandoned, except by one lowly constable who looked longingly into the house, I calmly walked through the gate and onto the street.

      As soon as I passed beyond the gate—which I latched responsibly behind me—my heart began to beat again. But I knew I wasn’t, as one might say if one were prone to disperse clichés, out of the woods. I made my way along the street as quickly as possible, making certain to keep my posture in the form of Mrs. Raskill’s—although I was moving much more quickly than she ever did (except when something like a dissected hand in my laboratory shocked her into great speed).

      The unpleasant weather was both a blessing and a curse. No one was out to witness my lone figure trundling along, and the icy pellets allowed me a reason to hide my face. But it was cold and wet, not to mention slippery, and I tend to have difficulty keeping from tripping or slipping under optimal conditions, so I dared not move with too great of haste. There was a large wagon with bars on the windows—for me? How obnoxious!—parked in front of the house. I glowered at it as I crossed the street.

      I couldn’t help glancing toward the park where Inspector Grayling and I had once sat and conversed quite amiably, but, ignoring the pang in my heart, I made my way down the block in the opposite direction. All the while, I watched for a hackney cab—but, as is an unbreakable rule in London, there is never a hack when one is in need. And the worse the weather, the more likely that aphorism is to be true.

      I sloshed along in a more upright position now that I was out of sight of my block. My feet were inside Mrs. Raskill’s too-large boots, and despite the handkerchiefs I’d stuffed therein to keep them from thumping awkwardly, my toes were icy and cold from the moisture that seeped through. I would have to insist she get new boots at her earliest opportunity. The large market bag I’d packed was growing heavy, and my nose felt like a large, prominent, dripping icicle. I wiped futilely at it with Mrs. Raskill’s heavy woolen glove and trudged along.

      Did I have a destination in mind?

      Of course I did. Several, in fact.

      But as I sloshed down the street, I considered and rejected each of them in rapid succession. My father, Sir Mycroft, was secretly out of the country on important Home Office business. And of course I knew better than to go to the obvious places—Uncle Sherlock’s flat or Dr. Watson’s medical suite.

      Grantworth House, where Miss Stoker lived, was out of the question for obvious reasons. Miss Adler no longer had an office at the British Museum, and I’d never known the direction of her personal apartments, for we most often met at parks, cafés, or in carriages in order to keep my work for the Crown secret. Nor was I going to contact my friend Dylan (for a number of reasons which will eventually become clear during this narrative, but aren’t pertinent at the moment).

      Regardless, any of those locations were obvious enough that even the bumblers at Scotland Yard would think to look for me there. I felt a renewed rush of outrage at the way those constables had acted.

      There was only one place that made sense for me to hide—at least until I determined what was happening. The only problem was that I didn’t particularly want to go there.

      But I suppose when one needs a safe place to hole up, the best place to go is the hideaway of an underground criminal.

      Thus, I had no choice but to head to the dirtiest, darkest, most dangerous area of London: Whitechapel.

      If only I could find a dratted taxi!
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