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            Author’s Note

          

        

      

    

    
      The stories in this set are roughly sequential, but can also be read out of order if you’re a rebellious type. That said, A Bad Breed and The Necromancer’s Bride are a duology, while Dead Ringer and The Thirteenth Gate take up story threads from The Daemoniac. You can find each book description after the title in the Table of Contents.

      The series is ongoing, with the next book devoted to my favorite quasi-reformed necromancer, Balthazar. If you’re not already familiar with him from my earlier books, you’ll meet him in The Thirteenth Gate. For now . . . happy reading! —Kat
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            Book #1 Summary

          

        

      

    

    
      It's August 1888, just three weeks before Jack the Ripper will terrorize Whitechapel, and another murderer is stalking the streets of New York. His handiwork bears the hallmarks of a demonic possession—but amateur sleuth Harrison Fearing Pell is certain her quarry is a man of flesh and blood. And she hopes to make her reputation by solving the bizarre case before the man the press has dubbed Mr. Hyde strikes again.

      From the squalor of the Five Points to the high-class gambling dens of the Tenderloin and the glittering mansions of Fifth Avenue, Harry follows the trail of a remorseless killer, uncovering a few embarrassing secrets of New York's richest High Society families along the way. Are the murders a case of black magic—or simple blackmail? And will the trail lead closer to home than she ever imagined?

    

  


  
    
      
        
        
        New York is a great secret, not only to those who have never seen it, but to the majority of its own citizens.

      

        

      
        —James D. McCabe Jr., 1868
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      When I think back on the grisly events of that summer, the first thing I remember is the heat. Spring was late and short, following on the heels of the worst blizzard New York City had ever seen. What began as a blustery March thunderstorm turned overnight to two feet of snow. The papers called it the Great White Hurricane. By the time we dug out, more than two hundred souls had perished, some with their frozen fingers sticking up pathetically from the mountainous drifts.

      In typical New York fashion, just a few months later, we did nothing but complain of the humidity. By mid-June, the mercury had soared up to the nineties and lingered there, like a fat dowager in her favorite armchair. It was an evil sort of heat, driving men to beat their children and carriage horses to drop dead in their traces. We kept waiting for a rip-roaring thunderstorm that never arrived. The wealthy fled to mansions in Newport or Long Island’s North Shore, while the thousands of wretchedly poor tenement dwellers resorted to sleeping on rooftops or even in the filthy streets in hopes of catching a stray breeze.

      Being somewhere in the middle of those two extremes, I opted for an iced tea and open window. Which is how, on Thursday the ninth of August, 1888, just three weeks before the Ripper began his reign of terror in London, I came to see a young couple walking slowly down West Tenth Street, eyeing the house numbers as they went. The woman looked wilted in a long-sleeved striped gown over petticoat, knickers, chemise and bustle. Her husband was blonde and clean-shaven, with hair neatly parted on the side and the erect bearing of a military man.

      “New clients,” I said.

      “Really…”

      “You’re not listening, John.”

      “Sorry!” He looked up from a thick medical textbook and grinned. “Clients. New ones. Too bad Myrtle isn’t home. You’ll have to send them on their way.”

      “It was the wife’s idea to come,” I said, following their progress with interest. They had paused in front of number fifty-one, better known as the Tenth Street Studios, a sprawling work and exhibition space that had helped turn once sleepy Greenwich Village into a mecca of the city’s art world. “He’s reluctant. In fact, he’s very close to scrapping the whole idea. They’re arguing about it now. Let’s see…He was definitely in the army at some point, but he’s in civilian clothing with a respectable paunch so most likely discharged. Far too young to have been in the war. Aha! They’re crossing the street now.”

      The townhouse where I lived with my sister Myrtle was situated at 40 West Tenth Street, between Fifth and Sixth Avenues. Myrtle was seven years my senior, and our parents had left her in charge while they gallivanted around Europe on an extended tour. Their trust was well-intentioned, if misplaced. Within a fortnight, Myrtle had gone haring off on a mysterious assignment for the Pinkerton detective agency, and life since then had been very dull.

      Normally, I relied on John Weston, my closest friend since we were both children, to keep me company. But he had just enrolled at Columbia’s College of Physicians and Surgeons, and now his nose was stuck in a book more often than not. Frankly, I was bored silly.

      “Let’s just hear them out,” I suggested.

      John looked up, a lock of straight brown hair falling across his forehead in a way that certain girls of our acquaintance seemed to find irresistible. Not that the attention went to John’s head. Overly.

      “What do you mean?” he said, eyes glinting with mischief. “Why, Harry, are you suggesting we lie—”

      “Of course not,” I replied primly. “It’s probably some trifling matter anyhow. But I can at least do them the courtesy of relaying the facts of the case to Myrtle when she returns.” I sighed. “Whenever that is.”

      John shrugged his heavy shoulders. “Alright,” he said, laying aside a well-thumbed copy of Gray’s Anatomy. “I suppose I could use a break. It’s like learning a foreign language.” He squinted at me. “Now you, Harry, have a lovely skull. Phenomenal supra-orbital development—”

      “And there’s the front doorbell.”

      I jumped to my feet, pulse quickening. Moments later, a knock came on the parlor door. I hastily arranged myself in an armchair near the cold hearth and rested my chin on one hand.

      “Come in!”

      The door flew open, revealing Mrs. Rivers, our housekeeper, and just behind her, the man and woman from the street. He looked flushed and uncertain, she grim and determined.

      “Are you Miss Fearing Pell?” the man asked doubtfully.

      “Oh yes, she most certainly is,” Mrs. Rivers said, beaming.

      It’s one of the reasons I loved the dear, dotty old creature. She never seemed to realize that when callers asked for Miss Pell, it was never, ever me they wanted.

      “Please make yourselves comfortable,” I said, gesturing to the sofa. John gathered up his textbooks and piled them on an end table as Mrs. Rivers retreated back downstairs, shutting the door discreetly behind her. “This is my associate, Mr. Weston. I can assure you, anything you say will be held in the strictest confidence. Although I should explain that—”

      “Yes, yes, I know, your services are in great demand. But we have nowhere else to turn.” An edge of desperation crept into the man’s voice. “Nowhere.”

      “You misunderstand,” I said firmly. “What I mean is that—”

      “Your fee is not an issue,” he cut in, taking a handkerchief out of his waistcoat pocket and mopping his forehead. He had pale blue eyes and prominent ears that made him look boyish, though I placed his age somewhere in the late twenties. “But I must be assured of complete discretion. Miss Pell, the story I wish to tell you could destroy a man’s reputation if it ever got out. Two men, since I ought to include myself.”

      This was the point at which I should have stated plainly that I was not, in fact, Myrtle Fearing Pell, the Great Detective, but her nineteen-year-old sister. I’m still not sure what possessed me. But I was intrigued. And they seemed like good people in dire need of aid. I didn’t have the heart to send them away empty-handed. What happened next was impulsive and foolish, but then I’ve never been lacking in either of those qualities.

      “You have my word,” I said, looking at John.

      “Mine as well,” my friend added, and he had such an open and honest face that I could see our visitors relax their guard a little. “And actually, it’s Doctor Weston.”

      He flashed a bland smile that dared me to contradict this claim. Well, if I was getting a promotion, I guess John deserved one too.

      I walked to the sideboard and started pouring glasses of iced tea. “Doctor?” I inquired sweetly, holding one up.

      John demurred.

      “Please,” I said, pressing refreshments into the hands of our guests. “The heat’s enough to drive one mad.”

      The wife looked at me sharply at this, but she accepted and took a tiny sip. “Tell them, Leland,” she murmured.

      Her husband seemed to gird himself for a very unpleasant task. He drew in a deep breath, eyes darting around the room as if searching for some kind of deliverance. He opened his mouth, then closed it again without speaking.

      “Just start from the beginning,” I said gently.

      He nodded once. Cleared his throat and placed the tea on the table. “My name is Leland Brady. For the last two years, I’ve worked as a real estate agent at the firm of Harding & White on Maiden Lane. My wife Elizabeth and I live in Hastings-on-Hudson.”

      “The village in Westchester?”

      “Yes. We grew up there.” He glanced at Elizabeth. “Along with our dear friend, Robert Aaron Straker.” He paused. “It is Robert that brings me here, you see. He has vanished.”

      “Please go on,” I said, steepling my fingers the way I’d seen Myrtle do it.

      “Pardon me,” Brady suddenly exclaimed, “but you look awfully young! Are you really twenty-six years old? They say you’ve solved cases the police deemed hopeless. The mad chemist who poisoned those schoolchildren…the Bowery bank robberies…I’d never fathom such a thing, a little girl—” He seemed to catch himself and had the decency to look slightly abashed.

      I swallowed and dropped my eyelids to half-mast. I supposed there was no turning back now. “Indeed, Mr. Brady. I have consulted with the police force on occasion when they were hard-pressed to cope with crimes beyond the scope of mundane experience. But I remain an independent consultant, at liberty to pick and choose those cases that offer unique or outré features that interest me.” I could do Myrtle in my sleep. “Perhaps you would best be served by filing a report at the Bureau for the Recovery of Lost Persons.”

      Located at Police Headquarters on Mulberry Street, the Bureau handled some seven hundred missing persons cases a year. Each day, the descriptions of the lost would be checked against the returns of the morgue. It was a sad catalogue of suicides, murder victims and, in even greater numbers, those whose fates would forever remain a mystery.

      But Brady shook his head vehemently at this suggestion. “No, I don’t wish to involve the authorities, not yet. That is absolutely essential. Not until all other avenues are exhausted. And if it is outré that you seek, then what occurred four days ago will certainly fit the bill!”

      “Pray continue then,” I said.

      He nodded. “First, I must tell you a bit about Robert. He’s always been impetuous and headstrong, a dreamer who imagined that he would strike it rich someday. Robert was orphaned at a young age. My family took him in, and we became like brothers. We were country boys, Miss Pell, and keen for adventure. When we were both eighteen, Robert talked me into enlisting and we joined the Army on the Frontier.” Brady rummaged through his pockets and produced a photograph, which he handed to me. It showed two federal soldiers, one of whom was clearly Brady, the other a darkly handsome young man with a mustache and thick black hair. They stood side by side against a dramatic backdrop of open prairie, with snow-capped mountains in the distance.

      “This was taken three years ago in Wyoming. We had been called out to restore order in the town of Rock Springs after the rioting there.”

      “You refer to the massacre of twenty-eight Chinese miners by their white counterparts,” I said.

      The episode was one of the more shameful ones in the long history of simmering racial tensions in the Western states, where immigrant laborers—both Chinese and European—formed the backbone of the Union Pacific Railroad’s operations.

      “Yes. Our orders were to escort the survivors from Evanston back to their homes.” Brady’s expression grew troubled. “We arrived a week after the violence. There were still bodies lying in the streets. Some had been burned. Others appeared to have been literally torn apart. Many of our fellow soldiers didn’t seem too bothered, but Robert was quite affected by it.”

      “A decent man, then,” John said quietly, but with force. He despised bigots of all stripes.

      “Yes, despite his failings, Robert was always kind-hearted. Which makes what occurred later even more inexplicable.” Brady took Elizabeth’s hand. An attractive woman with a strong jaw and piercing, intelligent hazel eyes, she nodded encouragingly. “Rock Springs soured us both on army life, and neither of us reenlisted when our tour was finished. We returned to Hastings, where I asked for Elizabeth’s hand and she happily obliged.”

      They exchanged a quick smile. “Robert served as the best man at our wedding. Thanks to a family connection, I managed to secure a position with my current employer. The future appeared bright. Robert’s parents had left him a small but adequate sum with which to make his way in the world. As a single man with no pressing attachments, he decided to take lodgings in the city and seek his fortune here. I suppose it was inevitable that between the duties of domestic life and my new position, which entails long hours and frequent travel throughout Manhattan, we fell out of touch. A year or so passed, in which I scarcely heard a word from my old friend. Until two weeks ago, when he arrived unannounced at my office on Maiden Lane.

      “I’ll be honest, Miss Pell, I was shocked at Robert’s appearance. He had lost a good deal of weight, and his clothes were ill-fitting and shabby. His cheeks had become as hollow and sunken as an old man’s. There was a pathetic tremor in his hands that spoke of heavy drinking. I didn’t wish to embarrass him by drawing attention to the fact that he had fallen on hard times, for Robert was prideful. But I insisted on taking him out to lunch, and he finally relented.

      “At first we spoke of small, inconsequential matters, as old friends do. He inquired after Elizabeth, of whom he was always quite fond. But after a while, I steered the conversation around to what he had been up to since leaving Hastings. Robert was cagey, but I persisted in my questioning and eventually got it all out of him.”

      Brady picked up the glass of iced tea, turning it round and round in his hands without taking a sip. “It seems that within just a few months of his arrival, Robert had managed to squander his modest inheritance on a series of failed business ventures. He was forced to abandon lodgings in a respectable part of town and move to a flat on Leonard Street in the Five Points, that squalid little patch of earth where it seems even the Almighty has turned away His face in shame.”

      I looked over at John, who had a soft streak and was clearly moved by the story. Mr. Straker had indeed fallen far. It was no exaggeration to say that the Five Points, bounded by Anthony, Cross and Orange Streets on the Lower East Side, was the most notorious slum in America, and possibly the world. It had even managed to thoroughly shock Mr. Charles Dickens, that hardened chronicler of social ills, when he visited in 1842 accompanied by two policemen, and the place had scarcely improved since. It was claimed that a single tenement, the Old Brewery, saw a murder a night for fifteen years running.

      “You might wonder why Robert didn’t simply concede that his gamble had fallen flat and return to his hometown, where my wife and I would have been more than happy to take him in until he got back on his feet,” Brady continued. “His was a story all too typical of this city, where vast fortunes are won and lost on an hourly basis. There was no shame in it.”

      “New York is most effective at taking the conceit out of a man,” John agreed wryly.

      “But as I mentioned before, Robert was prideful, excessively so. He couldn’t bear the thought of others knowing his defeat. And so he had clung on to what seemed barely a life, hoping for some miracle to occur that would provide his salvation.” Brady sighed.

      “And did he find it?” I asked.

      Brady gave me an even look. “He found something, but it was not salvation. Quite the opposite, Miss Pell.”

      At this point, Brady turned his palms up beseechingly, looking in turn from John to me as though seeking absolution himself. “You must understand, all that I did, I did at Robert’s request. For it seems that his visit to my office that day had an ulterior motive. It is not my habit to drink spirits during working hours, but Robert ordered brandy after the meal and I could hardly refuse to join him. To be honest, I felt in need of a stiff jolt myself. When he asked for a favor, I assumed he wanted a loan. I told him I would be happy to give him as much as my modest income allowed. Robert appeared offended at this. He said he didn’t need my money, but rather my assistance with a delicate business matter. I must admit, I groaned inwardly at this, imagining that he wished me to invest in yet another hare-brained scheme, or worse, take advantage of my employer in some way. I expressed my reservations and Robert laughed long and hard, as though he found it terribly funny. It was quite irritating. I was on the verge of paying the check and leaving when his demeanor became quite serious again. There was a wild, desperate light in his eyes. He insisted that what he asked of me would in no way compromise my honor, nor would it strain my purse. I had only to meet him at a certain address the following evening at eleven o’clock. He said an opportunity had presented itself to turn his ill-fortune around.”

      “The salvation he had been waiting for,” I murmured.

      “Precisely. I could see he was extremely excited and attempting to suppress it. What could I do but agree? Of course, when he gave me the address, I almost changed my mind. It was near to Robert’s rooms, an infamous alley of brothels and disorderly houses.” Brady suddenly seized a chunk of his own hair in a paroxysm of guilt and regret. “Would that I had followed my own instincts and turned him down then! None of it might have happened!”

      Elizabeth made a small noise and took her husband’s hand in her own delicate, small-boned ones. John and I waited awkwardly while Brady composed himself.

      “I asked Robert what sort of legitimate business transaction he could possibly conduct in such a place, at such an hour. Why, we’d be lucky if we weren’t both murdered for the boots on our feet! Robert responded that he was aware of the dangers and that is why he did not wish to go alone, but he would if he had to. He was very composed and resolute as he told me that he understood perfectly if I declined and would not hold it against our friendship. Oh, he had me over a barrel, Miss Pell. As I said, I have no other siblings, and Robert occupied the place of a brother to me, despite our recent estrangement. As long as it would not impinge on my own honor, I could hardly see my way to refuse him anything. I told him I would be there, along with a pistol I often carried when passing through less savory portions of the city.

      “Once I acquiesced, he seemed to relax and his demeanor changed yet again. He became quite chatty, almost grandiose, and confessed that he had by chance made the acquaintance of a medium who hinted that she was privy to some occult ritual which would bring untold wealth to those who performed it to the letter. He pretended to find the whole thing amusing, but I could see he had fallen entirely under her spell. I reminded him that such women were famous for luring the unwary into traps whereby their confederates would first rob and then slit the throat of their victim, discarding the body in the nearest river. He responded that that was why he preferred not to go alone. I could see that it was hopeless to dissuade him, so we agreed to meet the following evening and parted ways. I must say, I felt my own good fortune most keenly that night,” Brady added, looking with quiet but profound adoration at his wife. “Seeing Robert penniless and alone…Well, it made me view my own circumstances with fresh eyes.”

      Elizabeth spoke up for the first time. She had a pleasant contralto and firm, confident manner that I admired. “Leland confided in me what had occurred that day. Perhaps another woman would have begged her husband not to keep such a sordid appointment, but Robert is like a brother to me also.” Her eyes flashed. “And I have the utmost confidence in my husband’s abilities. I bade him to go, and to keep both of them safe.”

      I sensed that we were approaching the crux of the matter and said nothing, waiting patiently for Brady to resume his narrative.

      “At the appointed hour, I found my way to the address Robert gave me,” he said. “It was a grim dwelling, even by the low standards of the neighborhood. A gang of vile-looking youths lounged on the corner, but I gave them a glimpse of my pistol and they turned their attentions elsewhere. Robert was waiting for me in the doorway. He led me down a flight of narrow, pitch-black stairs to the lowest level of the tenement, a dungeon with only thin slits at street level to admit fresh air from the outside, if the air in that pestilential place could be called fresh.” Brady’s mouth twisted in distaste. “I’d heard tell of such hells, but to actually stand in one, amid the damp and the stench…It had rained heavily the night before, and there was a stagnant pool of water on the floor. It soaked right through my shoes. Well, I came close to turning tail and running, and I’m not ashamed to admit it. Robert must have sensed me quail, for he laid a steadying hand on my sleeve. And then a candle flickered to life. It was the medium.”

      “Did you catch her name?” I asked.

      “Santi, she called herself. Madame Catarina Santi. A battered wooden table and three chairs had been placed in the center of the room. She told us to sit down. I just wanted to get the whole thing over with, so I obliged. I suppose I expected some knocking about of the table, moaning noises, the usual chicanery of her profession. The woman, Santi, took out a book and began reading from it. I can hardly remember a word now, but it seemed perfect nonsense at the time. I nearly laughed, for she was so drunk, she could hardly form a coherent sentence.” Brady swallowed. “My amusement soon turned to disgust when she suddenly produced a rooster, I know not from where, and proceeded to tear it apart with her bare hands. The table was awash with blood and feathers. I looked at Robert and saw that he was as shocked as I at this savage turn of events. I was rising from my chair to leave when a foul wind extinguished the candles.” Brady paused and gave John and me a level look. “You may decide for yourselves whether to believe the final part of my story. All I can say, and my wife will attest to it, is that I have never been a man of vivid imagination. I always thought the Spiritualist rage to be a load of bunkum.”

      “And you’ve revised your opinion?” John asked eagerly.

      Brady didn’t answer right away. Finally, he sighed. “I don’t know. I can only tell you what I saw and heard that night. Robert was to my right. He cried out once and then went still. I cannot explain the wind since as I said, the only air came through mere slits in the wall, but I would swear to it on my life. It had a faint smell of sulphur or creosote.” He stopped talking abruptly and placed the glass of iced tea back on the table.

      “What happened next?” I asked.

      “I felt a…presence in the room. A subtle displacement of the atmosphere. Santi screamed for us to close our eyes. She was quite hysterical.”

      “I thought the room was dark,” I said.

      “It was. I didn’t understand what she meant. But I did it anyway. Some small voice inside told me that as pointless as it seemed, it would be wise to listen.”

      John was fairly falling off the edge of his seat at this point. He believed in everything, the more mystical and macabre, the better.

      “What do you mean by a presence?” he asked.

      “I mean that we were not alone in that room,” Brady snapped. “I don’t know who it was, what it was. But the hair on the back of my neck stood straight up, and every primal instinct screamed run, you fool, run.” He visibly collected himself. “It seemed to go on for hours, but I think it was only a few minutes. Finally, the wind died and I heard Santi fumbling around for the matches. I realized that I had my hands pressed tightly against my face and let them go. I had not even been aware of it. She relit the candles. All appeared to be the same. I won’t say normal, as she was stained with gore down the front of her dress, but I could detect no difference in the room. Please leave now, she told us, and I was more than happy to comply. Robert was staring into space with a vacant look on his face so I shook him until he came back to his senses. I put an arm around his shoulders and led him out of that loathsome place, up the stairs and onto the street. Oh, to see the stars again! It was like emerging from a tomb. I looked at my pocket watch and was surprised to see it was only just past midnight. Of course, it was too late to catch a train home to Westchester, so I escorted Robert to his flat and then I returned to Maiden Lane, where I spent the night on a couch in my office.”

      “Did you discuss what had happened?” I asked.

      “Not then. Robert barely spoke a word, except to thank me for accompanying him. He was quite subdued. My mind was still reeling from the strange things I had experienced, and I had no wish to speak of them either. I kept thinking that it must have been a hoax, albeit a rather frightening one. By the next day, as I ventured into the sunshine for a strong cup of coffee, the whole thing seemed like a bad dream. However, I feared for Robert’s state of mind. I knew he had put all his hopes in it, and those hopes would now be dashed. So I went back to call on him.”

      “And found him gone?” John interjected.

      “No, he was at home. But he was very agitated. Robert was normally a man of calm, level-headed disposition, except for his poor judgment in business matters. We had been through a good deal together, in the army and as young men with a thirst for adventure. He was just the sort of fellow you would wish to have at your side when the seas got rough. But that morning…I scarcely recognized him. All the blinds were drawn tight and there was an unpleasant, close odor to the room. When I tried to open a window, he stopped me, almost violently. He was ranting.”

      “About something in particular?” I asked.

      “Yes. He kept saying that ‘it is loosed’ and seemed to be under the delusion that something was stalking him. He blamed Santi. I tried to persuade him to come home with me, but he declined. He said he didn’t want to put Elizabeth in jeopardy. I could hardly make heads or tails of his tirade.”

      “Are you certain he said it?” I said. “That he wasn’t referring to a person?”

      “I’m certain. It struck me at the time as odd. He also said, ‘It comes through the eyes.’ He was looking at himself in a shaving mirror as he said this. I came forward and laid a hand on his shoulder but he shook it off. I asked him what he meant, but he refused to elaborate. I was anxious to get home and reassure my wife that I was fine, so when it became clear that Robert would not come with me, I left. That was the last time I saw him.” Brady put a hand to his forehead and rubbed it wearily. “I returned the following day, determined to make him see reason. Clearly, he was unwell. I knocked, but he failed to answer. I have returned thrice more, to no avail.”

      Brady trailed off, as though reluctant to continue. Elizabeth’s hands were clasped so tightly, the knuckles had turned white.

      “John,” I said quietly. “Would you fetch Tuesday’s papers?”

      He gave me a confused sort of look but complied. Brady and his wife sat on the sofa, stone-faced, while I picked the World off the pile and opened it to page four.

      “I believe I know why you’re here,” I said. “Madame Santi’s real name was Becky Rickard, was it not?”

      Brady didn’t respond, but the look he gave me was an answer in itself.

      “It seems she was a well-known spiritualist who had suffered public humiliation when her tricks were revealed,” I said, scanning the brief article. “Her clientele abandoned her and she disappeared. This was about six months ago. We know where she ended up. She was like your friend, Mr. Straker. One may ascend to great heights in this city, but lose your grip on the rungs and the fall will be steep and swift.”

      John tentatively raised a finger. “Pardon, but did you say was?”

      I tossed the paper on the table so he could see the headline. “Yes. Someone stabbed her to death three days ago.”
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      John snatched up the paper and began devouring the gory details, at least, those few the reporter had managed to coax out of the police. The murder was described as “savage” and “brutal,” although the article glossed over the specifics. Most of it was devoted to breathlessly recalling Becky Rickard’s earlier career as a darling of New York Society and her plunge into destitute anonymity when two of the Fox sisters of Rochester in upstate New York—virtual founders of the Spiritualism movement—had admitted that the mysterious rapping sounds they had long claimed were messages from beyond the grave were actually Margaret cracking her toe joints. As their protégé, Becky, who then called herself Valentina von Linden, was equally tarred with the brush of fraud and disgrace.

      The article was accompanied by a sketched portrait of a blonde woman with very large eyes and a small, petulant mouth. It claimed the “fiend” had “mutilated her beauty” in some way. The police had no suspects.

      Myrtle always said that a good detective ought to familiarize herself with the criminal mind, for there is nothing new under the sun that hasn’t been done already. For this reason, she had all the papers delivered every day. She would lounge around in her dressing gown and scan their pages for potentially intriguing cases, filing it all away in her photographic memory. I did my best to imitate this habit, and recalled the Rickard murder well, as it was only a few days past.

      The World reported that she had been discovered in her flat on Baxter Street above the Bottle Alley Saloon, after a neighbor reported a foul odor. Apparently, the windows of the single room had been sealed and the extreme heat had hastened decomposition. Robbery was ruled out as a motive, since a gold locket was found with the body, along with two hundred dollars in a purse on the bed.

      “Ms. Rickard was killed on Sunday, or more accurately the early hours of Monday, sometime after your encounter with her,” I said. “The large sum of money is certainly worth noting. Did you or Mr. Straker pay for her services?”

      “Absolutely not!” Brady rejoined. “And Robert barely had two cents to rub together.”

      “She must have just come into it then. It could be a coincidence. Or not.”

      Brady stood and paced to the window, where he stood with his back to us, arms rigidly clasped behind him. That left me and Elizabeth, who leaned forward entreatingly.

      “Please, Miss Pell, I beg you: reserve judgment until all the facts have been gathered. You don’t know Robert like I do. Lord knows he has his faults, but he is incapable of such a crime. It is simply not within his character, even if he has become…unhinged. And I worry that if the killer is still out there, Robert’s own life could be in danger!” She lowered her voice a notch. “It is I who talked Leland into coming here. He has been in an agony of indecision. If we go to the police and wind of my husband’s involvement reaches his employers, he would almost certainly lose his position. Robert’s name would be dragged through the mud however it turns out. And there’s not a shred of real evidence linking him to the murder.”

      “That you know of,” I said.

      She shrugged this off. “I’m aware of your reputation. That you take cases which seem on their face to be…bizarre…and unravel the truth. Perhaps it is women’s intuition—”

      “I prefer the term logical deduction,” I said.

      Elizabeth gave me a small smile. “Indeed, I apologize. But I think what you do is wonderful. Please, Miss Pell. Robert is an orphan, without family to aid him. There is, quite literally, no one else we can turn to.”

      “Do you believe your husband’s story?” I asked.

      “I believe he believes it,” she responded.

      Privately, I agreed. When Brady had rubbed his forehead, it caused his coat sleeve to brush against his hair, picking up a small amount of pomade. In fact, the sleeve had a significant stain, only slightly darker than the fabric’s regular color but visible to a keen observer, indicating that he had performed this anxious gesture numerous times in recent days. He had also neglected to clean his boots, and a small white chicken feather adhered to the left sole.

      Elizabeth and I looked at each other for a long moment. A rush of nervous excitement coursed through me. I could say no and send them on their way. It would certainly be the wiser course of action. The truth is I wasn’t Myrtle. I lacked her contacts, in both the police force and criminal underworld. I was still quite young and frankly, I looked it. It was a measure of the Bradys’ desperation that they believed otherwise. I supposed they wanted to believe.

      I’d have to be mad to even consider taking on this case.

      “My fee is payable only upon a successful conclusion, but I may require reimbursement of expenses during the investigation,” I heard myself say.

      “Oh yes, that is perfectly acceptable,” Elizabeth said, eyes shining. “Thank you, Miss Pell!”

      “You won’t thank me if I find your friend is indeed a murderer. And we must be clear on the terms. If I uncover evidence proving his guilt, I will take it to the police.”

      “Agreed,” she said. “I only ask that you look into the matter for one week. After that, if it remains unresolved, we will break our silence to the authorities, for what it’s worth.”

      “I think that’s fair,” I said. “Can I keep the photograph of Mr. Straker? I may need to show it around.”

      “Of course. I’ll get it from Leland right now.”

      Elizabeth ran over to the window to inform her husband they were now officially my clients, as John finished the article and started sifting through the papers to see if he could glean any additional details from the coverage.

      “So they hired you,” he said under his breath. “Are you sure you know what you’re doing, Harry?”

      “No,” I said. “Quite the opposite.”

      John shook his head. He’d willingly gone along with more than one hare-brained scheme—if he wasn’t the one who’d hatched it himself. Still, this was another league entirely. I wondered, not for the last time, what I’d gotten myself into. If Myrtle found out…

      Brady strode over and shook my hand and then John’s hand, expressing his gratitude, and I thought I’d better buckle down and think about how to start.

      “I’ll need to see Mr. Straker’s rooms immediately,” I said. “Who knows? He could have returned.”

      “I already hunted down his landlord,” Brady said. “A sour, pinch-faced man, he wouldn’t give me the time of day until I said I would pay all of Robert’s back rent plus two weeks ahead. The greedy fellow quite lit up at that.” He frowned. “It’s an outrage what they charge for such squalid lodgings. In any event, I insisted that he give me a key.” He patted his pocket. “I’ll admit, I haven’t gone yet. I was hoping you’d accompany me, Miss Pell. And you too, Dr. Weston. I suppose I’m more than a little afraid of what we might find.”

      John agreed immediately. He had boxed and wrestled through high school and was physically fearless. I had seen him best men twice his age at the club where he trained.

      “Would an hour from now suit you?” I said. “We can meet there, if you’ll give me the address.”

      Brady scribbled it on a scrap of paper, and John escorted him and Elizabeth to the front door. He returned a few moments later with a thoughtful look on his face.

      “What do you make of it, Harry?” he asked.

      I should mention that my Christian name is actually Harrison, after a paternal grandfather, although no one calls me that except for my mother, and then only when she is very cross.

      “It’s too early to form an opinion,” I said. “We must see his rooms, and then we must learn everything about the Rickard killing, including those facts that have not been published in the papers.”

      “And how are we going to do that?”

      “I’m working on it.” I returned to the window seat and flopped down, hoping vainly for a breeze. “I suppose you believe Straker was possessed by some sort of demonic entity that turned him into a homicidal maniac.”

      “Well, it did cross my mind,” John replied. “If you want to work for the S.P.R., you’d better open yours a little.”

      The S.P.R., or Society for Psychical Research, had been founded in 1882 to investigate paranormal phenomena. Its stated mission was “to approach these varied problems without prejudice or prepossession of any kind, and in the same spirit of exact and unimpassioned enquiry which has enabled science to solve so many problems, once not less obscure nor less hotly debated.”

      In other words, its membership was comprised of both adamant skeptics, like myself, and fervent believers, like John. My Uncle Arthur had just joined the year before. He tended toward the latter, and was also a member of the venerable Ghost Club, which, unlike the S.P.R., subscribed wholeheartedly to the occult.

      Both entities were based in London, but the Society had agents across the Atlantic. They investigated apparitions, clairvoyance, precognitive dreams, thought-reading, hauntings, mesmerism and more or less anything that seemed to defy the laws of known science. Much of it involved exposing clever fakes. The job required wit, subtlety, nerves of steel, and a firm grip on sanity. John knew I wanted nothing more in life than to work for them someday. But first I would have to prove I had what it takes.

      And this case could be just the way to do it.

      “I’m not jumping to any conclusions,” I said, reciting Myrtle’s mantra. “One must never make the facts fit the theory but rather vice versa. Clearly, Straker had been under a great deal of pressure for a long time. It’s hardly unthinkable that he snapped. He could easily have gone back to Rickard’s flat that night. But why?”

      John shrugged. “Revenge? Brady said he seemed to blame her for his predicament.”

      “Maybe. The violent nature of the attack does seem personal. Whoever the killer was, they were full of rage.” I picked up the World and scanned its pages. “Oh, Edward’s in the society column again for some stunt at Saratoga Springs. They crowned him King of the Dudes.”

      “Again?” John asked, rolling his eyes.

      “Again.” The first occasion had been during the height of the March blizzard, when he strolled into a bar wearing patent leather boots that went up to his hips. “Apparently, he changed clothes forty times in a single day at the racetrack. That’s got to be a new record, even for Edward.”

      I tossed the article to John and quickly sorted through the rest of the papers. The New York Times complained of “filthy Europeans” taking the garment factory jobs of “American working girls” (who themselves earned about three dollars a week), while on the same page it reported that a tenement fire had killed a family of eight.

      The Herald devoted half a page to a grocer who had murdered his partner and chopped the body up, stuffed the pieces into a set of luggage, and dumped them at Grand Central Depot.

      I returned to the New York World, which seemed to have the heaviest coverage of the Rickard killing, when my eye caught on a familiar byline and inspiration struck. “Paper and ink, John! I need to send a message.”

      I dashed off a note and left it for Connor, a street urchin in my sister’s employ. A boy of somewhere between eight and eleven (I think even he was unsure), Connor was the nominal leader of the fearsome-sounding Bank Street Butchers, although in reality they were far tamer than the other gangs that roamed the city’s streets, limiting their activities mainly to pickpocketing the elderly and infirm.

      Connor would be an invaluable ally, I decided. He was a perfect mercenary, and I doubted he would care about my impersonation as long as I paid him more than Myrtle did.

      “Who’s that to?” John said, trying to read over my shoulder.

      “You’ll see,” I said, swatting him away. “Now, I think it’s time we went to 91 Leonard Street. Our client will be waiting.”

      We hailed a hansom cab on Fifth Avenue and proceeded three blocks downtown to Washington Square Park, where we turned east toward Broadway, passing the elegant marble-fronted St. Nicholas Hotel and Theatre Comique. It was still morning, so the great mass of streetcars and wagons and horses and omnibuses was mostly flowing south. Every now and then, the whole thing would become hopelessly tangled up, and police would rush in to redirect traffic around whatever obstacle had presented itself. If you wished to cross the avenue on foot during rush hour, that was your chance to do it. Otherwise, it was a certain suicide mission.

      At the intersection of Broadway and White, just a few short blocks from City Hall, we turned left towards Baxter Street. It is a true cliché that only in New York can one go from opulence and bustle to pure, undiluted misery in a matter of seconds. The buildings seemed to sag and lean against each other in weariness, as though moments away from collapsing completely. In the August heat, the stench was indescribable. This was the heart of the Five Points, whose gloomy, crooked streets housed thousands of families, mostly blacks and Irish immigrants. I asked the driver to slow as we passed the former dwelling place of Becky Rickard. It was above a hole-in-the-wall “distillery” that was already open for business at this early hour. The building was a two-story wooden shanty, and a “room to let” sign had already been placed in the upstairs window.

      “We should find out if someone requested the body, or if she was sent to Potter’s Field,” John said.

      Those whose families couldn’t afford a burial were sent to the paupers’ cemetery on Ward’s Island, separated from nearby Randall’s Island by a treacherous channel aptly called Little Hell’s Gate. Its forty-five acres contained hundreds of thousands of corpses. Those who could be identified were packed into mass graves, while nameless souls got their own bit of dirt, so they could be dug up if anyone ever came forward to claim them.

      “We need to interview any relatives we can find,” I agreed. “They might know where the money came from. And if she had any enemies.”

      Straker’s Leonard Street digs were just around the corner. Number ninety-one was a faded red-brick building in marginally better shape than its neighbors. A trio of grubby, barefoot boys played on a pile of rubble out front, while a woman with a youthful body and hard, wizened face hung washing up to dry. Flies buzzed around a dead horse that lay ignored in the gutter a few feet away, its body little more than skin and bones.

      John paid the hansom driver, who cracked his whip and headed back in the direction of Broadway as fast as he could go. The children gawked at us as we entered the building but no one made a move to block our way. The heyday of truly vicious gangs like the Dead Rabbits had ended a decade before, although even the police still hesitated to enter certain parts of the Five Points, like the notorious Bandit’s Roost.

      We ascended a set of rickety stairs to the third floor and found Brady waiting on the landing. He was sweating profusely in the airless shaft and looked relieved to see us.

      “The family across the hall hasn’t seen Robert since Monday morning,” he said by way of greeting. “I gave them a few dollars for their cooperation. You wouldn’t believe how many people are living over there.” He produced a key and took in a shaky breath. “I don’t suppose I can put this off any longer. I just pray that Robert hasn’t…” Brady trailed off.

      I shared a look with John. We both understood there was a good possibility that Straker had taken his own life in a fit of remorse, or fear of the gallows (the electric chair at New York’s Auburn Prison would get its first customer, a hatchet-murderer, almost exactly one year later). As a medical student at Columbia, John had seen his share of bodies. Myrtle, no stranger to the morgue, delighted in lecturing me on the various aspects of death by fire or water or the hand of one’s fellow man. But I’d never seen it up close before. I just hoped I wouldn’t faint or otherwise embarrass myself.

      Brady turned the key in the lock and pushed the door open. We all stood there silently for a moment taking in the scene. John, for whom action came as naturally as breathing, was the first to enter.

      The room was small, illuminated only by a single shaft of light that filtered in through a smudged window looking onto the tenement next door. To the left was a cracked shaving basin, half-filled with murky liquid. An unmade bed occupied the far corner, while a battered dresser and chair made up the rest of the furnishings. The drawers of the former had been yanked out, their contents strewn across the floor. Next to me, Brady let out a long, pent-up breath.

      “He appears to have fled,” John said, taking in everything but touching nothing.

      The few belongings that remained confirmed Brady’s account of a one-time country gentleman fallen on hard times. A pair of boots stood upright at the foot of the bed. They were expensive and finely made, but the soles had been patched a dozen times and the left toe had a gaping hole. The same was true of the clothing that lay scattered about. It was tailor-made but worn nearly threadbare.

      I slowly walked the perimeter of the room. Brady stayed in the doorway, pale-faced and anxious. When I reached the bed, I slid my hand between the thin mattress and the frame. My fingers brushed a hard edge.

      “Would you call your friend a sentimental man?” I asked, holding up an oval cameo photograph. It depicted a woman with the same striking, dark good looks as Straker. “His mother, I presume?”

      Brady took the cameo and nodded. “Yes, to both counts. That was the only picture he had of her.”

      “Curious that he would leave it behind, don’t you think?”

      “More than curious,” Brady said thoughtfully. “It’s unthinkable.”

      “Even if he was in a great hurry?” I pressed. “Could he have forgotten it?”

      “When we were growing up and shared a room together, Robert looked at that picture every day,” Brady said. “More than once, I even overheard him talking to it.” He laughed at John’s expression. “Not in a morbid or disturbing way. Just a son who missed his mother. They were very close.”

      “How did his parents die?” I asked.

      “They drowned in an accident on Easter Sunday. Their rowboat capsized on a nearby pond and neither knew how to swim. It was a terrible tragedy. Robert was only seven.”

      “May I keep this for now?” I asked, examining the cameo. The woman’s full lips were curved in a smile, but her eyes had a cool, detached quality.

      “If you wish,” Brady said, handing it back. “Just keep it safe so we may return it to Robert when he is found.”

      I continued my circuit of the room, taking care to note every detail, as Myrtle had trained me to do. When I reached the window, I dropped to hands and knees and took out a small magnifying glass.

      “Was Mr. Straker a smoker?”

      “He took the occasional pipe,” Brady replied.

      “But not cigarettes?”

      “No, never. He very much disliked the smell.”

      I removed an envelope from a hidden pocket in my dress and brushed a small amount of ash into it. “Well, someone was here smoking Turkish Elegantes. He—or she—stood at the window, probably for at least eight minutes. It’s clear from the indentation in the mattress that Mr. Straker was in the habit of sleeping on the right side of the bed, with his feet toward the door. The ash is in an area he would naturally walk through when he awoke, and yet it is undisturbed. Therefore, it was deposited recently.”

      Brady clapped his hands. “Brilliant, Miss Pell! So someone else was here.”

      “Indeed.”

      “But are you really able to pinpoint the exact brand that was smoked?” he asked incredulously.

      “She has made a study of tobacco ash,” John replied, grinning. “Miss Pell can distinguish thirty-seven different types, isn’t that so?”

      I caught his eye and smiled back. “Thirty-nine, John. But who’s counting?”

      “Perhaps this stranger also cut himself shaving?” Brady said faintly.

      He had finally ventured into the room and was standing before the basin. He was looking down and I could see his forehead and bat-like ears reflected in a mirror mounted on the wall, no doubt the same that Straker had gazed into when he ranted that it comes through the eyes.

      John and I crowded around the basin. What I had initially taken for dirty water was in fact a distinctly pinkish color. John bent down and sniffed it. He said nothing but nodded when I looked at him questioningly.

      Someone had washed blood from their hands in this very room.
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      My nerves thrummed at this discovery and I was forced to stifle a small scream when at that exact moment the door banged open and Connor came bounding up to us.

      “I delivered yer message,” he said, his bright copper hair curling at the ends from the damp heat. He was at the gangly stage, all knees and elbows, but he carried himself with the self-possessed air of a kid for whom adult supervision had been all but non-existent. “What’s in there?”

      John moved hastily to block the basin from view.

      I’d given him the address in the note I’d left with Mrs. Rivers. Now I was having second thoughts about the wisdom of this decision.

      Connor surveyed the room with exaggerated disdain. “Boy, this place is a dump!” he muttered under his breath. Then his sharp eyes fixed on a small blue disc that must have spilled from one of the dresser drawers and rolled half under the bedclothes. Before I could stop him, Connor had snatched it up. He gave a low whistle. “Chamberlain’s,” he said with reverence. “He’s a real class act. Wonder what one of his checks is doing in a joint like this?”

      John held out a hand and Connor reluctantly handed it over.

      “Mr. Chamberlain’s establishment is one of the finest in the city, even if it is entirely illegal,” John remarked dryly. “Did you know Mr. Straker was a gambler?”

      Brady shook his head. “Robert was never a betting man, not even for a friendly card game.”

      There was silence for a moment.

      “Circumstances may have led him to change his mind,” I said. “And if he had racked up debts, he would have been under a great deal of pressure. Even more than we know of.”

      “I don’t see as how he’d even get in the door,” Connor said, scratching his head. “Like I said, Chamberlain’s is a class act. Judges and senators and bankers and what have you. Not no Five Points riff-raff. They’d laugh him right down the front stairs.”

      Brady gave the boy a once-over, and didn’t appear impressed at what he saw. Although Connor prided himself on keeping up appearances (his shoes were remarkably clean), he drew the line at soap and water and I had to stop myself from reaching out and swiping at the sooty smudges on his face and ears. In his world, I think that would have been a hanging offense.

      “Who is this lad?” Brady demanded coolly.

      I groped for an appropriate response. All I knew of Connor’s background is that his mother had died of yellow fever. Myrtle caught him in the act of stealing her billfold two years back, and now paid him quite handsomely to relay the gossip on the streets and find people who didn’t want to be found.

      Connor had been sleeping in the gutter or, if he was lucky, flophouses far worse than this one. Now he stayed at Tenth Street most nights. I didn’t know what happened to his father. He never spoke of it and I didn’t press him. There was darkness in Connor’s past, but children can be remarkably resilient, and he was a cheerful kid, even if he did love to play the devil for poor Mrs. Rivers.

      “He’s a…free-lance consultant,” I said at last.

      “Oh, I like that!” the little cutthroat exclaimed. “Very swank. Think I’ll use it myself.”

      “Did you receive an answer to my message?” I asked, hoping to change the subject.

      “Yeah. Miss Bly will meet you at noon. Atlantic Garden.”

      “Excellent,” I said. “I’m starving. You’ll join us, won’t you, John?”

      He nodded, as Brady’s whole countenance altered from anxiety at our discovery to one of awe.

      “Nellie Bly?” he asked. “The reporter?”

      “Yes, she’s a dear friend of my…” I caught myself just in time. “Of mine.”

      Thankfully, Brady didn’t seem to notice the slip.

      “I admire her stories very much,” he exclaimed. “Very much indeed! Such a courageous young lady. Elizabeth simply adores her. Ten Days in a Madhouse…Absolutely shocking.” He fiddled with the key to Straker’s flat. “Do you think I might…come along and meet her?”

      I smiled regretfully. “I’m sure she would be delighted, but I think it best if we exercise the utmost discretion. Our appointment is related to the case.” I cast a significant look at the basin. “Which has acquired a particular urgency, as I’m sure you’ll agree. Perhaps another time?”

      “Oh yes. Certainly.” Brady swallowed his disappointment. “I should be getting back to the office anyway.” His eyes landed on Connor with no small measure of distaste. “May we speak? In private?”

      “Of course.” I gave my messenger fifty cents, which cheered him up considerably, and sent him back to his usual haunts in Greenwich Village with the task of putting the word out to the Bank Street Butchers that there was a considerable reward for the first boy who found Mr. Straker. Then I turned to my client. “You’re wondering if I’m going to go to the police now.”

      He nodded.

      “I agree that things appear to be more complicated than I first imagined. But I remain unconvinced of your friend’s guilt. So the answer is no. Not yet.”

      Brady’s shoulders sagged a little. “Thank you, Miss Pell. I know it looks bad. But the picture…He would have taken it if he’d been able, I just know it! There’s someone else involved, some enemy of Robert’s, and by God, when I find him!” Brady clenched his fists.

      “I have to ask for the purposes of elimination, so please don’t take offense,” I said. “But are you by any chance a smoking man?”

      “Absolutely not! You can ask anyone.”

      “Alright then,” I said. “There are several threads I plan to follow. I will pay you a visit tomorrow morning with an update on what I have found.”

      And so we all departed Straker’s sad and rather ominous lodgings, Brady heading downtown for Maiden Lane, and John and I for our luncheon appointment on the Bowery.

      “Nellie!” John said as we emerged onto Canal Street, its energetic hubbub and bright sunlight seeming like another world entirely. “Good thinking, Harry. She must be pals with all the police reporters in the city.”

      “Yes, and since they’ll never give us the time of day—the police, I mean—we’ll just have to go around them. Oh, I’d give my eyeteeth for five minutes at the crime scene when it was still fresh! What clues did those fools overlook? But it’s too late now. We’ll just have to hope someone took decent notes.”

      “And the ash?” John said. “Do you really think there was another person there?”

      “I’m sure of it,” I answered. “Turkish Elegantes is a specialty brand. You can visit the Bedrossian Brothers and see if they recall any recent customers. Their shop is at 23 Wall Street. Think of it as a nice after-lunch walk.”

      “And what will you be doing?” John demanded.

      “That depends on what Nellie says,” I replied, slipping my arm through his. “Come on, I’ll buy you a bratwurst.”

      The Third Avenue Elevated, which ran from South Ferry to Harlem, clattered overhead as we entered the cavernous, block-long space of the Atlantic Garden. Had it been a Sunday, nearly a thousand revellers would have packed the two-tier hall, mostly German families with all their children, brothers and sisters, cousins and neighbors. To the dismay of New York’s Puritans, beer drinking was the principal pursuit. But the place had none of the dissolute atmosphere of the city’s dance halls and concert saloons. It was clean and neat, with an ornately frescoed ceiling and lifelike mural that at first glance appeared to depict a tranquil rural scene, but which on closer inspection revealed itself to be a cemetery—an apt motif for our meeting, I thought.

      Groups of men played cards and dominoes as they enjoyed a leisurely lunch. One could usually hear live music, anything from a quartet to a full orchestra, but as it was a Thursday afternoon, the place was quieter than usual. John and I bought sausages and sauerkraut at a counter near the door and pushed past the teenaged serving girls (all in extremely short skirts and red-topped boots with tinkling bells) until we spotted a familiar figure waiting at a quiet table near the rear stage.

      “Harry! John! It’s good to see you both again,” Nellie called out, a smile lighting up her face, which never failed to strike me with its youth and prettiness. At the ripe old age of twenty-three, Nellie had gained notoriety as Joe Pulitzer’s new star reporter when she got herself committed to the lunatic asylum on Blackwell’s Island. The resulting articles she wrote for The New York World described it as a “human rat-trap,” with dozens of women bathing in the same ice-cold tub until the water turned black, rancid food, and some fourteen hours of the day spent sitting on hard benches, with inmates not permitted to speak or move.

      This bit of so-called stunt reporting led to a grand jury investigation and sealed her reputation as the foremost woman journalist in the country—a profession that was still very much a boys’ club. She and Myrtle had that in common, both refusing to be bound by convention and pushing the limits of what women could accomplish. It solidified their friendship, which I had imposed upon by asking Nellie to meet us here. It was a risk, but one I had to take.

      “So you’re interested in the von Linden murder,” she said, her wide brown eyes sparkling with curiosity. “Is Myrtle on the case?”

      “You could say that,” I replied cagily, tearing into my sausage with a vengeance.

      “I asked Fred for his notes. He wrote up the story and got a copy of the full police report.” She pulled a notebook out and began riffling through the pages. “What do you want to know?”

      “Everything.”

      “Well then, let’s start with the official cause of death: exsanguination. She bled to death. Not surprising since she had thirty-one stab wounds.”

      “Did they find the murder weapon?” John asked.

      “A kitchen knife belonging to the victim. So perhaps a crime of impulse?” Nellie speculated.

      “Perhaps,” I said. “What else?”

      Nellie read for a moment. When she finally spoke, her voice was subdued. “It also says she was…bitten. About the face and neck. Incisal biting—that’s the front teeth.” Nellie looked up at us. “We’re not talking about teeth marks. We’re talking actual removal of the flesh. He took pieces out of her.”

      “How do you know it’s a he?” John asked, laying his fork down. Both of us were rapidly losing our appetites.

      “With crimes like this, it’s always a he,” Nellie responded flatly. “Here’s something…the police found a good quantity of chloral hydrate in the room. It seems she was an addict.”

      I glanced at John. “Brady said she was slurring her words. He thought she was drunk.”

      “It’s a powerful sedative,” John confirmed.

      “Who’s Brady?” Nellie asked.

      “Myrtle’s client,” I said. “He has a personal interest in discovering the murderer. Have the detectives got any leads?”

      “Not yet.”

      “Does it say if they found a book?”

      “A book?” She scanned the notes. “What’s the title?”

      “I’m afraid I don’t know.”

      She looked at me strangely. “No, that’s not mentioned. But here’s something bizarre. The killer appeared to have an attack of conscience. He wrote on the wall, ignosce mihi deus. Seems the police had quite a time figuring it out at first.”

      “Because it was Latin?” I asked.

      “No, because it was written backwards.”

      I could see John struggling to conjugate the verb and took pity on him. Latin was never his best subject. “It means, God forgive me,” I said.

      “He probably did it after he covered the face, since there were blood drips from his fingers on the pillowcase,” Nellie murmured, scanning the notes.

      I leaned forward. “What do you mean?”

      Nellie looked up. “Oh, he covered her up. I suppose he didn’t like looking at his own handiwork. Her features had been nearly obliterated.”

      John frowned. “Doesn’t that strike you as more than a bit contradictory? On the one hand, the killing is frenzied, vicious. But then he takes the time to cover her up. It’s almost a twisted act of kindness.”

      “Or remorse,” Nellie said.

      “What is it, Harry?” John prompted. “You know something.”

      I looked up from my reverie. A tall blonde serving girl approached the table but Nellie waved her away.

      “Today’s Herald has a small item on page six. An organ grinder, fourteen years old. He was strangled Tuesday night.” I looked down the length of the hall, at all the people eating and drinking, and thought of the teeming crowds in the streets outside, nearly a million and a half strong, oblivious to the fact that among them walked a killer. “The boy’s death only merited a few paragraphs. He wasn’t famous, like Becky Rickard, a.k.a. Valentina von Linden
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