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      Be careful what you wish for, especially during the season of the dead.

      “Admit it, you’re bored,” said my maid and assistant, Anne-Marie.

      I groaned. “There hasn’t been a dead body for over a week.”

      “Poor you,” she said with mock severity as she stripped the sheets off my bed before carrying them from the room.

      How could the occasional séance to ask about Aunt Matilda’s family recipes, or inquiries about lost wills, compare to the grand adventure of vanquishing a monster in the Beyond? Of course I was bored.

      Sighing, I pulled back the curtain of my suite at the Crown Hotel to see that Alenbonné, port city and capital of Sarnesse, was still drowning in icy rain. Winter had arrived and with it, the dreary weather and thick fog which smothered the city in a gloomy blanket.

      Behind me, there was a knock at the door, which Anne-Marie promptly answered. A female voice asked, “Is Elinor about?”

      It was Dr. Charlotte LaRue, the coroner in charge of the city morgue. Maybe something interesting would happen today after all.

      “Hello, Charlotte, what brings you to my side of town? However did you escape your students today?” I asked as she handed off her coat and a soaked umbrella to Anne-Marie.

      “They are too busy studying for finals to pay attention to me, so I thought I’d come and demand that you treat me to lunch.”

      Charlotte was in her fifties; a thin, wiry woman with an oval face, a beaky nose, and prominent brown eyes. Today she wore her usual about-town mannish outfit of trousers, vest, and frock coat. The fabric was a gray tweed with a stock tie of small gray dots on a field of black.

      “We can catch up on the gossip,” she said, rubbing her chilled hands briskly.

      The Crown Hotel was one of three luxury hotels in Alenbonné that offered residency suites. My suite included a main bedroom with an attached bathroom, a sitting room, a kitchenette, and a small room for a personal servant. Most meals I took in their banquet hall; when it was closed, I dined out or had a light tea in my suite.

      Charlotte and I chatted as we made our way down the carpeted stairs. It was past the prime lunch hour and the main lobby was quiet, with only a few of the regulars reading newspapers in their favorite chairs.

      “There’s been a shocking lack of dead bodies,” was Dr. LaRue’s comment and her carrying voice, along with her unconventional outfit for a woman, received a few outraged male stares from behind rustling papers.

      “I was complaining about the same thing myself,” I confided, more quietly. “So boring that no one of interest has died in some violent, horrible manner in these past few months.”

      Tall, narrow windows lined one wall of the Crown’s dining room, facing the street. The rain glazed the windows to gray, and it was no surprise that not even a newsboy was braving the wet promenade today.

      “Let’s sit by the fireplace and shake off some of the damp,” I suggested.

      The hotel’s massive hearth gave off a cheerful warmth, and the paneled walls of deep mahogany wood, despite the size of the room, made for a cozy spot. The head waiter handed us cards printed with the day’s specials.

      “Where is everyone today, Pierre? I thought the restaurant would be busy?”

      “Many are taking lunch in their rooms, madame.”

      “Is there any mulled wine to be had today?”

      “Oh, yes, madame. Shall I bring you some?”

      We both nodded agreement, and after he left with our orders, Charlotte and I got down to a good chat.

      “Haven’t seen Inspector Barbier for at least a month.” The doctor spoke in her habitual abrupt way. “Thinking the guardia might be ailing, I stopped by the gendarmes to check on him. Barbier is as bored as we— said it’s all been domestic incidents. Being cooped indoors really brings out the nasty at home, but nothing really juicy for us to sink our teeth in.”

      I asked, “Do you think it’s pathetic that we wish people would die for our entertainment?”

      “Not pathetic at all! Some might call it ghoulish, but those are ordinary people living dull lives.”

      It wasn’t long before pewter mugs filled with spiced wine, a warm soup starter, and a basket of rolls made it to our table. Pierre glided away, a majestic black swan, to take care of another table.

      “It’s the anniversary, isn’t it?” asked Charlotte, while looking around the room as if there was a spy who might overhear us.

      “Twelve years ago, last Wednesday.”

      “Has Barbier made any progress with your father’s murder?”

      “No, I’m afraid not. Whatever the reason, my father’s watch was in the Hells turned out to be a dead end.”

      “Frustrating.”

      Barbier and I had bonded that awful day twelve years ago. After discovering my father, I’d run into the street, screaming for help, and it had been Barbier, walking down the street as a sergeant, who had responded to my pleas. While the other gendarmes had fallen away from the case over the years, he stubbornly kept working it. I think he felt it was his first big case, and not having a resolution to it was a personal insult.

      For some reason I couldn’t explain, I had not shared with him or Charlotte the tale that the watch had told me through psychometry. The thought that someone he knew had murdered my father was too raw. Besides, psychometry would not stand up in a court of law. I needed hard evidence, a confession, a suspect.

      “That’s a hullabaloo back there. Did someone send back their meal?”

      At the doctor’s words, I finally paid attention to the noisy racket happening behind the swinging door that led back to the kitchen. Before I could answer, Henri Colbert, the manager of the Crown, was at our table. Usually impeccable both in manner and address, he now appeared flustered.

      “Madame Chalamet.” His tone spoke of urgency and privacy, as he cleared his throat before saying in a strained voice, “There is a disagreement in the kitchen. Between Chef Perdersen and his companion.”

      Before he could say anything further, a saucepan came flying through the double doors and landed with a thud on the carpet. The few diners in the hall stopped eating and stared at the cookware in stunned disbelief. A rush of excited chatter followed.

      “I would be happy to serve as mediator,” I told Colbert hastily. Placing my napkin to the side of my plate, I told Charlotte to wait for me before following him to the entrance to the kitchen. There, he paused.

      “It wouldn’t help for me to enter. Claude always feels it is my fault that their love affair ended.”

      “No need for you to do so. I can manage him on my own.”

      A look of relief passed over his face. “Thank you, Madame Chalamet.”

      I pushed open the door and walked into a shouting match.

      “You don’t love me!”

      It was the same story as old. The temperamental Claude Frossard was up to his old tricks, trying to make the head chef of the Crown, Gerhard Perdersen, feel guilty that he had a life.

      “Viktor needed to know how many eggs to order!” This retort was rather muffled, for it came from under the worktable, where master chef extraordinaire Gerhard had sought sanctuary. At his words, a meat cleaver came down heavily, sticking itself into the butcher block counter.

      “I saw how you looked at him!”

      “Claude, why would you think that?”

      At my question, Claude turned to me and burst into tears, wailing. His arms flew over his head in a frantic, desperate plea. “He’s leaving. Did you know that? Leaving the Crown!”

      “I’m sure you’re wrong about that, Claude. Mysir Gerhard loves being here.”

      While Claude might be a ghost, when he threw one of his temper tantrums, his form became as substantial as anyone living. He was a very handsome young man in his late twenties, frozen at the age at which he had committed suicide. Black hair fell over his forehead and he swept it back with a dramatic hand gesture, lifting his chin as he informed me, “He has a wandering eye. I should know.”

      I didn’t want to get into an argument about who was right about something that had happened three years ago, when Gerhard made the mistake of kissing someone other than Claude. Yes, it had ended Claude’s life, and it had been horrible; but on the other hand, wasn’t terrorizing Gerhard for years enough retribution?

      Perhaps if Claude hadn’t died when he was young, his ghost would have a better perspective about life. But then again, spirits gained power from extreme emotions, and it was his possessive jealousy that prevented him from traveling to the Afterlife. Instead, as a Noise Ghost, he made random appearances in the earthly plane to torment Gerhard, forcing the chef to regret having a fling with a sous chef twenty years his junior.

      “He’s not leaving the Crown,” I stated firmly.

      From under the table, Gerhard contradicted me. “But I am, Madame Chalamet.”

      Shocked at his desertion and the idea of no longer having access to my favorite dessert, it took me a moment to register the flurry of pots and pans that leapt from their hooks, smashing to the tile floor and making my ears ring. Generally, a Ghost Talker lets a Noise Ghost spend the energy they’ve gathered from the living. However, in a professional kitchen, there were far too many knives about. Someone could seriously get hurt.

      “Explain yourself, chef!” I shouted over the din.

      “It’s for the royal competition! The Winter Revels!”

      Oh, well, that explained everything. This year, the annual arts and skills competition sponsored by King Guénard was going to feature cooking. “He’s only leaving for the contest. You heard him, Claude. He’ll be back.”

      “No, he won’t! He’ll find another to love.” The ghost was sobbing now, but at least it had stopped throwing things. It was winding down like a tired clock nearing the end.

      “Claude? Do you remember when you fell in love with Gerhard? Wasn’t it in the summer?”

      “No. It was the spring. The cherry trees were blooming when I applied to work here at the Crown.”

      Ghosts followed patterns, and it was best for everyone to get Claude back to his old, comfortable memories, which held far more of a grip on his spirit than current events.

      “Remember how you admired him?” I prompted.

      “More than anyone. I had met no one like him before— his energy. He cooked like a madman on fire. Such passion.”

      The ghost lost himself in his reminiscences, and the solidity of his form frayed, the power maintaining his manifestation fading. I gestured for Gerhard to come out from under the table.

      “Did he feel the same way?”

      “I think so. I can’t remember.”

      Forgetting wasn’t unusual. As time passed, ghosts lost the ability to hold their memories, a dementia that we often see in the living, and a process greatly accelerated in the dead. The older the ghost, the less it really remembered.

      “I’m sure Gerhard remembers, don’t you, chef?”

      Prompted by me, Perdersen knew what to say. After all, these scenes between him and the Noise Ghost were the reason I could afford a suite at the Crown; my job being to calm Claude down so Gerhard could work his magic with food. They had first asked me to sunder him, a process to vanquish a ghost from all three planes. When I’d pointed out that would destroy Claude’s soul and prevent it from reaching the Afterlife, Gerhard had changed his mind.

      “Claude Frossard was the most handsome assistant I ever had. I couldn’t take my eyes off of him. How he trembled when I touched his hand holding the soup ladle…”

      There was a sigh, a light breeze stirred my hair, and Claude expired, snuffed out until the next time it sucked up enough energy to cause chaos again.

      “He’s gone.”

      At my words, Gerhard gave a heavy sigh and started shaking his head, throwing his hands up. “When will Claude give up? It’s been three years already.”

      “Was there something that set him off?” I asked.

      “Viktor was asking about the egg order. He’s one of our suppliers. He touched my arm, and then Claude exploded.” Gerhard rubbed his bald pate with both hands.

      It was sometimes hard to reconcile Claude’s glowing description of his lover with Gerhard. He had jowls, even a double chin, and small raisin eyes, but I had seen him in command of the kitchen, so understood Claude’s infatuation. The man transformed when preparing food; he was a general leading the charge when it was the dinner hour. An artist consumed by his talent who produced food fit for royalty.

      “Tell me about the Winter Revels. When will you be leaving?”

      The king’s Winter Revels were an annual competition held to highlight various artists and trades. Last year it had been painters, and the year before that, silversmiths.

      “I was leaving next Tuesday.”

      “I’d suggest going as soon as possible. Claude’s spirit should be quiet for about a week, not much longer.”

      “But what if he comes back when Chef is gone?” This question was from Henri, who had crept into the kitchen. The rest of the kitchen staff trickled in and started cleaning up the mess Claude had left behind, taking pots off the gas burners and retrieving knives from the floor.

      “Just tell him that Chef is not here, but don’t imply he is gone for long. Speak as if he just stepped away and could return at any time. Ghosts find it hard to keep track of time like we do. Hopefully, that will keep him confused enough until the competition is over. Come find me if he causes any trouble.”

      At the swinging door, I turned around and added to Henri, “It’s not like I’m busy.”
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      A break in the soggy weather the next day made me eager to try my new two-wheeled riding machine. The sales clerk in the showroom had told me it was the latest in mechanical engineering while I stroked my hand down the cool steel all painted in bright red, with white lettering: Lady’s Safety Edition.

      “Perfectly safe,” the clerk assured me, not knowing my profession or that I worked with the gendarmes to solve murders. Regardless, I bought it and the vision of being able to move around the city without paying fees for quick-cabs and imagining the breeze against my face as I sailed along the canals, pedaling smoothly, while covering long distances with ease.

      The thing took more balance than I thought, so I practiced for weeks in the ruelle, a block over from the hotel. The stable boys paused from their work to either cheer me on or laugh heartily, depending on if I was staying on or falling off. When I was on more than off, I left the alley and ventured out to the pavement, at first only in the early morning hours when there were fewer pedestrians.

      Wheeling it out from a storage shed at the back of the Crown, I walked it across the street to the park that ran along the canal. Steadying myself, I mounted, only showing a hint of my shapely ankle. Unfortunately, there was no grumpy man with cynical eyes and black hair to admire my poised seat and upright carriage as I pedaled along.

      I had quickly learned that liberal use of my bell on the handlebars helped to remind pedestrians to let me pass on the promenade. I crossed the humpback bridge, and seeing an acquaintance who was sitting outside at a café table gave a wave, an act that wobbled my front end. He returned a salute.

      The sun was out and as I turned to enter the park, I quickly took evasive action to avoid a courting couple who were too involved with each other to hear my bell. Next, I turned right and then a sharp left, to go between a nanny pushing a baby carriage, and a man walking his dog. The dog leaped up in excitement, but his leash stopped him, and I was past them before the little terror could think to grab my skirt with his teeth.

      There was a gentle rise, and I pushed hard down on pedals, feeling the machine under me work hard. At the top of the hill was a small courtyard, the center of which was a circular fountain featuring a statue of a water nymph riding a dolphin. A child was sailing paper boats on one side, while a group of young ladies were tossing coins and making wishes on the other. Everyone was out, enjoying the break in the weather.

      I swept around the circle and went down a path that started downhill. This was a sharp descent, and I started to brake gently to slow the machine down. Looking ahead, I sucked in my breath, catching sight of the Duke de Archambeau and his sister, Lady Valentina Fontaine. The two were standing in the middle of the walkway, and looked to be arguing.

      I hadn’t seen him since our last case resolved. Now, here he was!

      Surprised, I let up on the pedals and forgot to ring the bell. The machine accelerated like a horse given the bit. There was a flash of a white face and startled eyes before Lady Valentina opted for the safety of the grass. Meanwhile, the duke took the full collision of my bicycle with his back. Since boulders do not bounce, I sadly lost the day.

      “Madame Chalamet, may I assist you?” The duke’s voice was politely detached, as if he was asking a poor relation to partner him at a dance held at an inferior establishment.

      As I gripped the duke’s hand to stand up, I heard a ripping sound. The chain held my skirt! So much for the safety guard; the manufacturer would get a strongly worded letter and a bill for damages tomorrow.

      “Stop moving. You’re making it worse,” commanded the duke. He bent down to untangle the hem of my skirt. “You’re free now, but I fear your machine isn’t in good shape.”

      Sadly, I looked down to find the front wheel crooked and bent. How would I get it back to the Crown?

      “Tristan!” said Lady Valentina, who was being helped to her feet by a passing stranger.

      He ignored her, asking me, “Are you hurt? That was quite a tumble.”

      “No, I’m fine.”

      This meeting threw me into confusion, and I felt myself blushing. The last time we had seen each other was two months ago after solving the mystery of the king’s tiara, and this wasn’t the meeting I had fabricated in my mind. It was supposed to take place with me wearing an elegant evening dress and greeting him with a smooth laugh. Instead, I looked an absolute fright, with grass and grease stains on my skirt and my hair trailing down my back.

      As usual, he was impeccable in his turnout. Walking coat, frock coat, trousers, and vest, all tailored to perfection. His snow-white cravat was tied in the square knot style known as The Intellectual.

      Lady Valentina came to his side and possessively put her arm within his own. “Since Madame Chalamet says she is fine, can we continue our way through the park? Or does she want to knock us down again?”

      Archambeau absentmindedly patted her arm before dropping it.

      “I think I must help a lady in distress, Valentina. I doubt she can get this thing home in the condition it is now.” Stepping to the curb, he hailed a passing quick-cab. As it pulled up, the duke asked me, “Are you still at the Crown Hotel, Madame Chalamet?”

      “Yes. Yes, I am.”

      One royal coin, joined with a few others, exchanged hands. “Would you take Madame Chalamet’s damaged vehicle to the Crown Hotel?”

      “Eh?” said the man. Archambeau pointed to the Lady’s Safety Edition bicycle, now sadly crumpled, and, at the emergence of more coins, he speedily climbed down from his perch. In a moment, the two men had the bicycle on the back of the quick-cab.

      I moved to leave with it, but the duke stopped me.

      “Even a brave Ghost Talker must feel rattled after taking such a tumble. Come and sit with us before you return home. You can entertain us with tales about your latest haunts.”

      Perhaps I would have said no, but the anger on Lady Valentina’s face at her brother’s words made me agree. Taking my arm with one of his own, and using the other for his sister, we left the park, crossing the street to the other side, to the café district.

      He stopped at one and found us a table. Within seconds of us being seated, a waiter promptly appeared. Perhaps he recognized the duke, or maybe it was the expensive tailoring which gained us such exceptional service. Regardless of the reason, our table soon boasted hot tea and coffee.

      “Put some sugar in that, Chalamet,” the duke ordered, and before I could comply, he dropped a cube into my cup and gave it a swirl with one of his own spoons. Normally I would have protested Archambeau’s high-handedness, but with a hot drink in front of me, I realized that sitting down felt good. The accident had shaken me more than I’d realized.

      Some thin lemon biscuits appeared, as well as toasted bread points and a soft creamy cheese flavored with fresh herbs. It all was delicious, but this spread of hospitality did not appease Lady Valentina. She refused to sit down, even as more plates, knives, cups, and food continued to appear.

      “I shall make my way home alone, then,” she said loftily.

      Scraping a generous portion of cheese across a piece of toasted bread, the duke replied calmly, “That would probably be best. I shall see to Madame Chalamet.”

      “I will let Mother know what delayed you.”

      “Do whatever you think best, Valentina.”

      The woman left, her back as flat as a brick, and I couldn’t stop myself from saying when she was out of earshot, “I hope I didn’t make your quarrel worse with my appearance.”

      “I see your powers of observation remain as keen as ever, Chalamet, though perhaps not powerful enough to avoid hitting people walking a public footpath.”

      I bit my lip, unsure whether he was teasing or chastising me. He had not reached out to me since the Giles Monet affair, and naturally, I had not inquired about him. The difference of our stations, the lack of a blood or family relationship, made it unseemly that I send him a note. News of him in the papers said he was a guest at a party or attended the theater. Nothing substantial or interesting.

      Perhaps he sensed my uncertainty, for he gave me one measuring glance and relented. “Valentina is busy spreading rumors about my late wife, Minette.”

      Ah, Minette. His late wife whom he had murdered.

      Thinking of his sister’s behavior during the dinner party held at the duke’s residence, Hartwood House, I said, trying to be fair, “Lady Fontaine didn’t strike me as a rumor monger.”

      Instead of tea, the duke was drinking a black coffee. His fingers stroked the mug’s white ceramic handle, and I noticed with surprise that he no longer wore his wedding band.

      “When it comes to my dead wife, my sister has little diplomacy. She and Minette had an acrimonious relationship. She resented having her duties as hostess given over to Minette upon my marriage, and Minette couldn’t stop reminding her that as a sister-in-law who was without a husband or children, Valentina had no authority over her or the house.”

      “I imagine it’s hard to be in charge and suddenly find yourself deposed only because of a marriage of convenience.”

      I don’t know if he choked or was trying to suppress a laugh. When he recovered, the duke said, “That’s what I’ve missed, madame, your blunt speaking. Bare-knuckle punches.”

      When I opened my mouth, he added, “Don’t apologize. I rather enjoy your frankness.”

      “I wasn’t about to. I was going to ask why your sister would care enough to spread rumors about a dead enemy.”

      “Probably in an attempt to dissuade any women I might meet from becoming interested in a longer relationship. As long as I am unmarried, she retains domestic control of Hartwood when our mother is at Chambaux. She and Lady Baudelaire have been telling others that my dead wife is knocking women down my stairs in some sort of ghostly revenge. It has dissuaded social invitations, as you can imagine.”

      “Now Lady Baudelaire I believe! She’s nasty enough to do that, and she does not like you at all. Remember that Ghost Hunt she made me do?”

      He gave me that half smile I remembered. Archambeau had a strange way of smiling. It would start slowly, but before it would complete, it faded away. “I’m glad my troubles have cheered you up. You look better since your fall. Not so pale, and the gears are moving behind your eyes again. ”

      “But you don’t really want to be back doing the society rounds, dancing to the tune of the Buttons-and-Bows marriage market again, do you?” I protested, curious.

      “No. But neither do I want any woman I meet to start like a frightened horse, because they think I’m haunted by my dead wife.” He paused and took a sip from his cup before saying, “Go ahead; I sense you have something that you wish to tell me. Something you fear I won’t
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PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.
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