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Chapter One

On a humble street of Camden Town, amongst the tiny cottages of worker families and their green vegetable gardens, a small row of red-brick villas sat, facing one of the few paved streets. They were modest in size, only two stories, and edged with low iron fences protecting strips of trim flower bushes. Pensioners and lowly clerks might be found dwelling within. In the small walled gardens in back, herbs, fruit, and vegetables thrived from the recent spring rain, wet laundry swayed in the breeze, and on one plot a chicken coop stood, belonging to retired Royal Navy Lieutenant Elmer Montague.

Next to Lt Montague’s home and in the middle of the row, a villa’s entryway could be distinguished from the rest by the presence of a marble sphinx, her hair in curls and a shawl sculpted over her shoulders and leonine back. She smiled with her great paws laid out before her and didn’t seem to mind that the top of her bosom peeked above her lace-trimmed bodice. Behind her, the red front door shone in the afternoon sunlight, and its polished black iron doorknocker gleamed.

Mrs Haggins, an older woman with silvered hair, walked down the sidewalk and turned for the gate leading to the red door. She carried a basket filled with sundries: soap for the dishes and laundry, a bottle of aspirin, a tin of black pepper, a paper bag of peppermints, a ball of white string, a sponge, a box of matches, and a copy of the magazine An Englishwoman’s Friend. The date on the cover read: Monday, 15th March, year 1880. She opened the door and laid the magazine on the foyer’s console table. She removed her bonnet and shawl and passed the parlour entrance for the kitchen, where she retrieved an apron and disappeared within. 

The parlour was bright with sunlight that shone on the red throw rugs and stuffed chairs. A low fire in the fireplace crackled and warmed the room and several framed daguerreotypes and tintypes dotted the mantle. One tintype showed a man in a pith helmet, sitting astride a camel before an Egyptian pyramid. In the family portrait by the tintype, the same man stood with a woman, a dark-haired girl, and smaller blond boy.

Next to the portrait was another of a proud, blond man. But farther behind it lay a silver-framed daguerreotype of a dark-haired gentleman with pencil moustache and heavy-lidded eyes. It stood behind a terracotta Egyptian sphinx and a sandstone statuette of Bastet. And lying between Bastet and a mantle clock covered in red velvet was a framed cabinet card. In the photograph, a beautiful, tall blonde woman in a light-coloured dress brightly smiled. Her breast was pinned with a cascade of flowers. She stood arm in arm with a smaller dark-haired woman in dour black whose eyes were darkened with kohl and who wore a similar corsage on her chest. Head slightly tilted, she gazed at the camera sceptically. The card’s bottom border bore, along with the photography studio’s name imprinted in gold, the inscribed words: MARRIED 22nd of June, 1878.

As the mantle clock ticked, a paper rustled in the room. Mrs Elle Black, aged twenty-four, sat by the windows facing the street and read The Times.

Clad in a grey-trimmed black housedress with three-quarter sleeves, white lace cuffs, a white bodice front, black buttons, and white cravat, she looked the picture of a proper middle-class English wife except for certain peculiarities. Her upswept hair, perhaps originally auburn, was dyed with henna to a shade of deep red and smelled of cloves, which she had added to the colouring to achieve the red’s darkness. Her hazel eyes were lined with kohl, and her lips had the light paint of rouge.

Whenever deliverymen or postmen came to the house and caught sight of Mrs Black, they could not help but wonder what manner of man or men such an exotic kept company with. In conversation they found her pleasant, but eventually her black-rimmed gaze stared overly long as if she sought answers deep within their souls, and this prompt many to hastily take their leave and bid a good day.

She had just finished bottling ginger beer she’d been brewing in the basement, dusting the shelves that displayed Faedra’s markswoman medals, her sterling silver tennis cup, her archery cup, the silver-framed photograph of the girls’ cricket team of Miss Head’s School (from which a younger Faedra, leaning on her bat, gave a brilliant smile), spot-cleaning the hallway carpeting, sweeping all the rooms, and running her mechanical carpet sweeper over the rest of the rugs.

Though there was always more household maintenance needing attendance, it was that time of afternoon where she liked to take off her apron, apply rouge to her lips, and wait by the parlour window for her spouse, Mrs Faedra White-Black.

She turned a page of her paper and read about the latest murder case reported by her favourite journalist, Helia Skycourt, and which involved the Secret Commission agents Artifice, the artificial ghost, and Jim Dastard, the animated skull. Elle had read of their first celebrated case where the duo had rid London of a dangerous re-animationist. The present article affirmed that the pair had also defeated the murderous black arts surgeon known as the Bone Stealer. Elle found Artifice being both Quakeress and a strongwoman a queer and exciting combination.

“And she’s an artificial ghost,” Elle said aloud, delighting in the description.

She studied the illustration of Artifice fighting zombi men in a hospital room and wondered if she and Artifice would ever meet. Faedra said the agent was staying at the Vesta, an exclusive club discreetly located in Whitechapel and which catered to those who favoured the company of their own sex. Faedra passed the club during her work as a buildings rent collector, her tenants located in the same warren. Though it was a club she and Faedra would love to patronise (as long as it wasn’t terribly deviant), a membership seemed extravagant. But the club held occasional ticketed events that they could afford. Elle would like, if she’d courage enough, to then ask Artifice for her autograph.

Elle clipped the Bone Stealer case out of the paper and arranged it in her scrapbook.

She heard Faedra and Mrs Haggins speaking in the foyer and realised that her spouse had passed by the window while she had been busy pasting. She set her scrapbook aside and rose to greet Faedra at the parlour’s entrance.

“You are the sweetest!” Faedra said after Elle’s kiss in greeting. Being partly American, her British accent had an inflection. Her blue eyes sparkled as Elle retrieved her handkerchief from her sleeve to wipe Faedra’s mouth of the rouge her own lips had left there. “Now what have I done to merit such affection?”

“By looking beautiful, Faedy,” Elle said.

She loved when Faedra returned from work. Though Faedra laboured amongst the poor, resolving their tenant squabbles and investigating those who needed housing, she liked to dress prettily without diminishing colours or style like fellow female philanthropists did in order to look charitable and demure. Right then she was in a splendid blue dress that was darker than her own blue eyes. The outfit was burgundy-striped with black velvet lapels and collar and with woven burgundy buttons running down the bodice front. Atop her blonde hair, she wore a cavalier hat that was black with a silver, round medallion in the hatband’s front and a fluffy arcing plume at the side.

When out with her spouse, Elle felt colourless and mousy in comparison yet would have it no other way. Faedra’s bright and friendly presence attracted the attention of both sexes and often won them especial treatment in department stores and luncheon rooms. Elle took secret satisfaction that she, out of any suitors who could be favoured, was the one married to Faedra White. 

Faedra laid the magazine The Englishwoman’s Friend on the side table, removed the long silver hatpin from her hat, and set it and her chapeau beside the magazine.

“Yet I look beautiful every day,” Faedra pouted as she pulled off her kid gloves. “Perhaps you are placating me in advance for something you’ve a notion for, Elle.”

“Perhaps I am,” Elle said with a smile, and returned to her seat by the window. She picked up a letter. “A matter has been brought to my attention which you may agree I should apply my talents to, Faedy. Due to the urgency of the request, we should expect our letter-writer, a Miss Josefina Dufish, to visit today.”

“And what matter is this?” Faedra said, approaching Elle. “How odd that she should come so quickly without an acknowledgement first from us.”

“Well, though I take no fee for my services, it is still a service. No different from the demands of the tenants who’ve need of your attentions, whether you’ve time to listen to them or not. First, tell me how your week will be, dear? I know much is going on.”

Faedra sat in the armchair across from the window and leaned back with a sigh.

“Such a day, Elle! I have not one but three women accusing their husbands of personal violence! I also have two families behind on payment and two more to investigate before I allow them rooms in the buildings. There’s a plumbing matter, and a roof matter, as an artist is complaining of leaks into his garret. When it has not even rained, of course. And I’ve a woman accusing another of stealing a chicken.”

“Oh, dearest! It sounds like a very busy week for you. I am so glad these workwomen respect you. The spinster rent collectors truly don’t understand what married women go through and I think the workwomen are fortunate that you can commiserate.”

“Well, I try to listen,” Faedra said, “as father was in similar circumstances before his importing business prospered. I wish my brothers had his passion. But the women do like it that I’m married. Had we children, Elle, they would respect me even more! Now. What of this letter, darling? And when you tell it to me, sit on my lap.”

“You are a silly goose,” Elle said, rising to oblige Faedra’s request.

When she was seated, she read the letter aloud.

“Dear Mrs Black and Mrs White-Black,

“It is with great urgency that I write you, for there is no-one else or any authority I can turn to. My name is Josefina Dufish, and I work as secretary to Mr Hardwick, the owner of Sundark Hotel, located in Chiselhurst. The hotel is the reason why I request your help.

“If you are unfamiliar with the Sundark, I will explain. Forty years ago, an illusionist built this home as a gift to his wife, a powerful occultist. The house has mechanical abilities. It can rotate and change to fit astronomical and solar predictions. It’s said it can rearrange itself to work with the magnetic properties of the Earth. But it has a dark history, for houseguests disappeared in it, the illusionist’s wife was driven mad somehow, and then the illusionist disappeared.

“I feel that Sundark’s dark history has returned. Hotel guests are now vanishing, and they are doing so faster than before.”

“Faster than—well, their disappearance is easy to explain, Elle, they didn’t want to pay the bill!” Faedra said.

“It appears so, doesn’t it?” Elle said. “Yet she goes on to say that the house has an old reputation for queer happenings, that here and there a guest might vanish. She had believed that history was concocted just to make the Sundark more notorious. However, the more recent disappearances seem different, perhaps caused by malevolent spirits, and she fears for herself and the guests. Thus, she must visit us immediately.”

“I see. She has invited you to stay at this Sundark, hasn’t she?” Faedra said, taking the letter to look at it. “No wonder you welcomed me with a kiss.”

“But I kiss you when you come home every day, Faedy.”

“Today you were such an eager puppy,” Faedra said, smiling. “Oh! Up with you! My leg’s asleep.”

Elle rose and Faedra did as well. Elle returned to her seat and picked up her scrapbook as Faedra paced, pondering the letter.

“With all my responsibilities this week, I can’t accompany you,” she said. “But you’re not off to this queer hotel, just yet. After we hear more about this business, we shall see. Sundark! I can’t say I’ve heard or read of it, but I’ve not lived in England long. What about you, Elle?”

“I haven’t, Faedy. But then I grew up mostly in the country and abroad.”

“Well. It is Chiselhurst. It would be good for you to go; you’ve been an utter hermit, dear.”

“It is a worthy reason to leave the house, I suppose,” Elle said, smiling.

Faedra huffed. Elle looked at her curiously, knowing her sociable wife rarely liked to express displeasure. Faedra dropped the letter near her and turned for the fireplace.

“Seeing your dead husband walking about Regent St. last week has driven you into hiding,” she said. “I know you’d rather avoid another experience of his phantom, but if he really were that, wouldn’t he have appeared to you in our home by now?”

“Perhaps,” Elle murmured, looking down at her scrapbook. “And I understand that you’re cross because I haven’t accompanied you out since my encounter.”

“Oh, Elle! I don’t mean to make light of your experience, dear.”

Elle watched Faedra pick up the daguerreotype of the dark-haired man. He was elegantly dressed, slim, tall, broad of shoulders with black wavy hair. His complexion was dark, like one deeply tanned, and his heavy-lidded eyes beneath his arched dark brows had a slight slant, lending his gaze a feline air. 

“I’ve just never been more annoyed at your first spouse than now,” Faedra said.

“Oh, Faedy,” Elle said.

“Are you certain what you saw was him?” Faedra demanded. “Because I must wonder how he raised himself from the dead. Surely after five years there shouldn’t be much to raise!”

“It was no other, Faedy, he was a singular man. That is why I’m certain he was a phantom. Only His Royal Highness’ Secret Commission may resurrect the dead, so it can’t be an easy feat. As you say . . . well, we can never know for certain, but perhaps it can still be done, with his dust and skeleton. And really, why raise Valentin? He was a mere rake, though I loved him.”

“Whether ghost or man, he is still a failure!” Faedra said. “For after all this time, even when you were trapped in that asylum, he had no recollection to come for you.”

Elle rose and quickly joined Faedra by the mantle. She hugged her, wrapping her arms around her from behind.

“I can’t say I enjoyed my time in the asylum, but it did teach me important things,” she said gently. “The depths of deceit; the selfishness we are capable of, and the malice we can do. But it also taught me to recognise a true heart, which was why I ceased being mad, so that I could love you.” She hugged Faedra more. “Please don’t fret. That is usually my indulgence. You’ve yet to hear my complaints about Lt Montague’s rooster and my continuous battle with the mechanical washer.”

“Oh, Elle.” Faedra squeezed her hand. “I’d gladly dismiss the whole matter if only one petty thought would loosen its hold on me. Had Valentin lived I would have been life-friend to you only, and not have all of you, as I do now.”

“You bless me,” Elle whispered.

She turned Faedra around and kissed her.

When their lips parted, Faedra was smiling. Elle dabbed Faedra’s mouth with her handkerchief. She looked at the daguerreotype in Faedra’s hands.

“In this supernatural work we do,” Elle said pensively, “we’ve encountered too many people who see what they wish to see.”

“Yes. Those manifestations, originating from our fervent minds or some lingering energy, which you call phantoms and the Society for Psychical Research calls ‘crisis apparitions’. But, Elle, after all these years, now you need to see Valentin again?”

Elle took the daguerreotype and placed it back on the mantle.

“I don’t believe I do,” she said. “But my eyes have spoken otherwise.”

“Mrs Black, Mrs White-Black,” Mrs Haggins called from the parlour door.

“Yes, Mrs Haggins?” Elle and Faedra answered in unison.

“There’s a visitor here to see you, a Miss Josefina Dufish, ma’ams,” Mrs Haggins said, stepping into the parlour to hand Faedra a card.

“‘Doofish’!” a female voice with a Caribbean accent called behind her.

“Doo-feesh,” Mrs Haggins said sourly.

A petite African-Jamaican woman entered, curvaceous of figure and wearing a black-and-white striped dress and a sloped, silver-buckled black hat with white feathers. She carried a small, black-and-white-striped parasol and declined Mrs Haggins’ offer to take it from her. Elle thought Josefina quite young, but she knew she might be mistaken about her potential client’s youth. Josefina firmly shook both Faedra and Elle’s hands and at their invitation sat in a chair with its back to the fireplace.

Elle moved her scrapbook and supplies out of the way, placed her chair to face the room and sat. Faedra took the armchair across from them. In this way, they formed a triangle around the parlour’s turtle top table. With Josefina clearly lit by the window, Elle could contemplate their visitor’s figure should anything uncanny occur.

“Mrs Black, Mrs White-Black, thank you for receiving me,” Josefina said.

“I hope your trip here from Chiselhurst was uneventful?” Faedra said with a welcoming smile.

“Me carriage driver was clever and made swift time here by crossing Westminster Bridge,” Josefina said.

“I’m glad you could avoid the congestion of London proper, Miss Dufish,” Elle said. “I hear Chiselhurst is a very pretty suburb. Quite favoured with the well-to-do, and new houses are being built all the time in those lovely woods. Camden Town in comparison doesn’t quite measure, I’m afraid.”

“Chiselhurst is very pretty, Mrs Black. I see Camden Town as growing still,” Josefina said.

“A very forgiving observation, Miss Dufish! Camden Town is utterly colourless. But Mrs Black likes it for its lack of surprises, and it is a very reasonable suburb for housing,” Faedra said.

“Miss Dufish, I’ve just shared the contents of you letter with Mrs White-Black,” Elle said. “I have to say it’s an intriguing circumstance, and I wonder how I can be of help.”

“Indeed, Miss Dufish, it sounds more like a matter for the police,” Faedra said. “Sundark seems a troubled establishment, having attracted the sort of persons who’ve taken advantage of the hotel’s supernatural reputation.”

Elle had watched Josefina during their conversation while they led her to switch her attention between them. Nothing seemed out of the ordinary around Josefina or in the air. Elle decided to focus less on studying their visitor and more on what she had to say.

“To avoid paying their bills? The police thought the same, Mrs White-Black,” Josefina said. “But Mr Hardwick says that real spirits be bearing these people off. Me mother was a healer and understood the unseen world. Living in a duppy house no scares me. But when these duppies be kidnapping people—perhaps killing them! Then I must do somet’ing.”

“Killing people! Miss Dufish, how do you know? And why aren’t the police more concerned?” Elle asked.

“There are no corpses, Mrs Black,” Josefina said. “What can we do when there be nothing to show? But in these past weeks, I’ve heard and seen t’ings. People screaming. The house changing. The air feeling bad. I saw and smelled blood once, come from beneath a door and pooled on the hallway floor. I fetched Mr Hardwick, and the house changed back. The blood was gone. Dis sort of t’ing, Mrs Black, it be needing specialised help.”

“When you say ‘changed’, Miss Dufish, do you mean the house changes due to Sundark’s mechanical movements?” Faedra asked.

“When I say ‘changed’, Mrs White-Black, I mean that I see halls and rooms that were not there before. Sundark moves its parts around by its machinery, that’s true. Mr Hardwick, he has a passion for the engines and works on them constantly. But Sundark cannot add and remove rooms!

“First, there be extra walls, then less. The same for the steps of the stairs. The floor it be raised one moment, the ceiling may be lowered. Doors are there, and then they be gone. The changes don’t stay. And worse,” Josefina said, leaning forward, “I’ve seen people walking through them changes. People I thought not at Sundark. And I cannot tell if they really were people, or duppies!”

Elle and Faedra looked at each other.

“Only you can know, Mrs Black,” Josefina said. “Truth be how your eyes work! Or so I’ve heard.”

“Elle can see what we call ghosts, you are correct, Miss Dufish,” Faedra said. “Though she views them perhaps in their true state, beyond what we understand ghosts to be.”

“A haunted hotel,” Elle said thoughtfully. “Yet . . . widows beleaguered by their dead and girls menaced by prankish spirits have been more my measure, Miss Dufish. I feel you may not require myself, but an exorcist!”

Josefina shook her head. “Sundark needs a truth-knower. I’ve seen the work of voodoo men, and who are these exorcists but the same sort of charlatans? They have no power!”

“Miss Dufish, have you any faith in religious agents?” Faedra said, smiling.

“Have you, Mrs White-Black?” Josefina asked.

“Well,” Faedra said. She glanced down but still smiled.

Mrs Haggins entered with the tea tray. While Elle served tea, Josefina and Faedra fell into conversation about the Secret Commission.

“Those agents fight t’ings that threaten all of London, Mrs White-Black,” Josefina said. “Why should they come for duppies in one little hotel? But I troubled meself to write the Secret Commission regardless and I received their answer. They cannot send anyone, especially when the police be doing nothing.”

When she accepted her cup from Elle, Josefina put three lumps of sugar in it.

“I be at me wit’s end with all the queer business at Sundark,” she said. “Mr Hardwick agreed to me finding help. The duppies must go. And whoever comes to make them go, that person be staying at Sundark for free, meals and all.”

“Yet out of all the spiritualists in London who could help, you contacted Mrs Black?” Faedra said as Josefina drank her tea.

“Oh yes! Unless it just be stories, I read that Mrs Black can do more than see the duppies.”

“Yes, Elle is capable of more. She is also an anomalous perturbationist.”

“I prefer the descriptive, ‘remote influencer’,” Elle said. She sipped from her cup.

“Then it’s true. You move t’ings, it isn’t the spirits who do so.”

“I do it, yes. As do others, who unwittingly think the cause are ghosts.”

“Do you eject peculiar t’ings?” Josefina said. She leaned forward. “What those Psychical Research men call ‘ectenic force’?”

“‘Ectenic . . . force’?” Elle said.

Josefina sat back with an air. “I subscribe to their yearly journal. They’ve explained it, how you levitators move t’ings with psychic fluid.”

“I believe Miss Dufish is referring to ‘ectoplasm’, dear,” Faedra said.

“‘Ectoplasm’,” Elle said thoughtfully. “Oh no, Miss Dufish, I do my best to refrain from ejecting.”

“If she did, I would have to provide her with far too many handkerchiefs,” Faedra said.

“Well! Dear,” Elle said, looking at Faedra. “I believe we’ve heard all that is helpful.”

Faedra returned her look. She put down her cup and saucer on the table.

“Miss Dufish, if you might excuse myself and Mrs Black for just a moment?”

“I be enjoying me tea,” Josefina said, smiling.

Elle wiped her cup of her lip rouge, set it down, and excused herself. She followed Faedra out of the parlour for the drawing room. Faedra closed the doors.

“Darling, what are you doing?” she said to Elle. “We could have easily given Miss Dufish our answer after she’d left.”

“I know, Faedy, but I’ve my answer now. I would like to go.”

“Not without myself,” Faedra said. “This is sounding a little more dangerous, with pools of blood and such. And here I am, with domestic quarrels to mediate, and two family cases to investigate and review.”

“This is why I want to go now, tonight, Faedy. While you are busy. Once I see this business through, you’ll be free too and we can have time together.”

She smiled as Faedra took out her handkerchief from a pocket and wiped Elle’s mouth.

“No more painting your lips,” she said. “I love it that you do it for me, but oh, how others think less of you for such love!”

“I don’t care. The fact that I wear kohl is startling enough for those who see me. Does this mean I may go, Faedy? I’d like to see a bit of pretty countryside again. And Chiselhurst is only, oh, an hour’s ride from here?”

“It is a distance of two hours, Elle, unless the horse is made to trot. I saw Miss Dufish’s carriage from the window, and the horse looks healthy enough. Very well.” Faedra sighed. “You may go. I know how much you miss such surroundings. I just cannot live in the dreadful, boring countryside. May I have a temporary maid come to carry out your numerous household chores?”

“Oh! I suppose you must. You know I don’t like engaging help when I can maintain our household between Mrs Haggins and myself!”

Faedra pinched Elle’s cheek.

“You are ever frugal,” she teased. “I will pack for you.”

While Faedra went upstairs to pull out their suitcases, Elle rejoined Josefina and told her the news.

Josefina was glad of the decision, and Elle decided to reserve further queries about the happenings at Sundark until she had a chance to view it and its possible phenomena. After a discussion of the fee (which Josefina insisted on; therefore, Elle suggested a widows and orphans fund that Mr Hardwick could contribute to), the conversation turned to a subject that came as no surprise to Elle. In her experience, either people entirely ignored her and Faedra’s marriage or tried their best to make discreet inquiry. Josefina was nothing but direct.

“How is it, Mrs Black, that you and Mrs White-Black are married?” Josefina asked while Elle refilled her teacup.

“Do you mean how is it legally viable, Miss Dufish?”

She offered the sugar bowl to Josefina, who added three more sugar cubes to her cup.

“Correct, Mrs Black. For I can think of no church nor government that would recognise it. Not that I mind your union. You be respectable ladies, I can see. And what I also see is that you can keep your money and property. In a proper marriage, the husband owns everyt’ing, even the woman and children!”

“You have hit on it exactly, Miss Dufish. What Mrs White-Black has with me is a legal contract. The law must recognise that our contract has, like a business partnership, made legal arrangements and therefore we may refer to ourselves as ‘married’; the combining of our estates for one, where we’ve independent rights and ownership, and our agreement of financial responsibilities, should we exercise the freedom of dissolving our union. In our case, the financial situation is all to my favour should we part. Faedra has made legal promise to provide for me,” Elle said. She sipped her tea.

“Provide, even in divorce? It be sounding like the marriage reform that not be happening!” Josefina exclaimed.

“The movement is struggling, isn’t it, Miss Dufish! Mrs White-Black and I were invited to participate in the petitioning, since legal unions like ours set an
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