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      When someone tries to kill you, it’s time for a holiday out of town.

      The first attempt was at the railway station. I was standing on the platform when a firm push between my shoulder blades sent me flying forward. The only thing preventing a horrible death from the incoming Isselwit express was my instinctive grab for the person standing beside me. He was a portly gentleman whose weight served me well as an anchor.

      Though I did not die from the train, I suffered the cringing embarrassment of embracing a man I did not know in public. In the time it took to make effusive apologies to his lady wife standing at his side, and explain that I must have tripped on the hem of my skirt, the culprit who’d pushed me had long made his escape.

      A few weeks later, I was returning from an early morning promenade along the canal when the second attempt to dispose of me occurred. Perhaps I was distracted, thinking about a certain man, but I would have sworn the street was clear before starting across. A shout from the milkman made me aware of the danger of a coach barreling down upon me.

      Thankfully, I did not wear the wide skirts of the fashionable, so I was able to bolt for the curb. The coach shot past and I had time to catch a glimpse of the driver, a man wearing a winter greatcoat with a muffler hiding his face. Considering that it was full summer, he must have been sweating heavily underneath his concealing costume. Served him right!

      Yes, certainly there were a few who might want me dead. Lord Buckard for one — after being bailed from prison by one of his few friends, he had vanished. I was sure he had not forgotten my role in his arrest for his plan to despoil Lady Tulip Langenberg and rob her of her inheritance.

      Parnell Lafayette, my rival at the Morpheus Society, was dead from a broken neck after a mysterious fall over a banister rail, but that didn’t mean his confederates did not want me out of the way. After all, they had taken the time to remove incriminating evidence from his office about his metaphysical research into the Beyond. Someone wanted that information to remain private.

      Then, of course, there was the mysterious master criminal (or one of his henchmen) who had stolen jewels from my father’s safe years ago in the process of murdering him. He might want my investigation halted, especially if I was somehow close to discovering who he was.

      Since my misadventures in the Beyond, I’d been suffering from melancholy. Some of that was due to my failure to help Lady Ebbe Losendahl. The baron and his wife had whisked their daughter back to Zulskaya before I could speak with her, but Dr. Charlotte LaRue had shared with me that she thought it unlikely the woman would fully recover her senses. Lady Ebbe had spent too long under Parnell Lafayette’s drugs, too long in the Beyond, and perhaps she also didn’t want to recover, given the loss of her dream of reconnecting with her childhood love.

      To add insult to injury, my mentor, Leona Granger of the Morpheus Society, had requested that I abstain from entering the Beyond or any trance state for the time being. She did not want me taking on clients or talking with ghosts. She had even removed my apprentice, Twyla, to work on a project of her own.

      “Stop pouting, Elinor, I need the girl. With Twyla’s talent for walking the Beyond, we may be able to contact the wandering minds of our fellow mediums and reunite bodies with souls. Imagine if we can heal them! Isn’t that a worthwhile goal for your apprentice?”

      Of course I’d had to agree, but did I truly have to abstain from working with the spirit realm?

      Leona was vague, but hinted at dire things that could impact my health if I did not take care. “Trust me: good rest is what you need,” the old lady had told me, before closing the carriage door shut and taking my apprentice away with her.

      Dispirited, I found that the days seemed to drag. Marcus seemed to have taken up residence at Hartwood House, and with her sailor father between berths Anne-Marie was working half-days in order to spend time with him. When Charlotte stopped by she told me I needed to eat and walk more, but I felt no energy or interest in doing it, so spent most of my days sleeping in late or thumbing through the newspapers.

      I was dozing in a chair by the window when a note from Tristan Fontaine, the Duke de Archambeau, came to invite me to a luncheon at his townhouse, Hartwood. Now, that awakened my interest.

      Of course, I had seen Tristan since the end of the Losendahl case, but it was always with others — which, truth to tell, was frustrating. Meeting him with Inspector Barbier did not lend itself to the warmth found during a tête-à-tête in a private carriage trip around the park. Instead I was left hanging, waiting to know what his kisses had meant, if anything. Tristan Fontaine could be a very frustrating man.

      I wore one of my best outfits, a deep rose pink walking dress with a blue silk scarf, and a hat decorated with a cluster of blue and green feathers. Setting out with my purse on one arm and my man-stopper in a pocket (for, after my skirmish with Parnell, I never left my hotel room without it), I took a quick-cab to Hartwood. The duke’s residence was located in, as Anne-Marie described it, the not-as-fashionable as-the-most-fashionable side of Alenbonné. It made for a more austere but quieter street than the ones where society parties were held on a regular basis.

      I paid the driver and opened the black wrought-iron gate to the white stone house with its black shutters and copper roof. It being summer, planters at the front step were filled with blossoms in pale pinks, deep blues, and whites. I bent down to fully take in their fragrance before knocking at the black door.

      The footman, Ruben, greeted me with a grin, quickly suppressed.

      “I believe His Grace is expecting me?”

      “He certainly is.” Stepping back, he ushered me inside.

      While I stripped off my gloves, I asked in a low tone, “He’s not with his lady mother, is he?”

      “No, Madame Chalamet. Only Lady Valentina is in town at this time.”

      I got the sense we were both relieved.

      Ruben took me to the room where I had once been lectured by the duchesse and, opening the door, announced my arrival.

      I deliberately avoided looking first at Tristan, so I noticed Lady Valentina was dressed in a manner that outshone my simpler walking dress. She wore something I was sure Anne-Marie would have declared the latest fashion; the material of her dress was a pattern of alternating stripes of two shades of blue with white edgings of lace at her throat and cuff. The skirt had bows made from dark blue satin ribbons, and the same were at her short sleeves and her neckline.

      She might look a bit overdressed for an afternoon tea, but it was an expensive outfit and, I reluctantly had to admit, one that as a woman in her mid-thirties she wore with a stately presence. The colors also suited her dark blond hair and blue eyes.

      Sitting across from her were an older woman and a young girl, both unknown to me. With the similarity of facial features, I took them to be relatives. The older had brown hair starting to fade, dark brown eyes, and a mouth that had lost its youth to sourness. Her burgundy outfit was of good material but rather a dark color for a summer outfit. The matronly style seemed to say she disdained youth’s frivolities.

      The girl sitting beside her seemed to be barely out of the schoolroom. She wore a dress in off-white, appropriate for her years, although the color washed out her naturally pale complexion and her white-blond hair. Her round face, small lips, a mouth with a slight overbite, and a weak chin gave her a child-like impression that in her mother’s face looked overripe.

      The duke stood and did the introductions. “Madame Rochelle Floquet and her daughter, Coralie; this is Madame Elinor Chalamet.”

      Madame Floquet’s handshake was polite enough, but it was a bare touching of fingertips, quickly dropped, while her daughter’s was a bit more intense.

      Tristan indicated that I should take a seat. Through my lashes, I saw he was wearing city clothes: an impeccably tailored morning suit of a blue with a black pinstripe line. His cravat was blindingly white and styled with its usual knot, the Intellectual. His shoes were highly polished, and his hands were devoid of rings. I wondered if he still smelled of basil and tangerine? But now was not the time to lean over and take a deep sniff.

      “Tea, Madame Chalamet?” asked his sister. I agreed and asked for lemon only.

      The mood in the room was strange, almost as if I had walked into a conversation stopped upon my entrance, so I waited patiently for enlightenment. Surely there was to be a new case, for I did not see Tristan inviting me to his house filled with strangers for just a social call. Besides, the girl was in a high state of excitement, and the older woman was holding down some intense emotion that I guessed to be anger.

      You could always trust Tristan to get quickly to the point. It was one of the things we had in common. “Madame Floquet’s daughter is engaged to be married.”

      Surely the girl was too young! I squelched my surprise.

      “Best wishes,” I said, taking the delicate cup that Lady Valentina passed to me.

      The girl glanced towards her mother as if anticipating a response, but the woman only pursed her lips tighter. Stirring her own tea gently, Lady Valentina said archly, “It’s a love match to Sir Corbin Montaine.”

      This caused Madame Floquet to finally speak. “Love match, indeed! A love for her money!”

      “Maman!” protested her daughter in a high voice. Was the girl even sixteen?!

      “There is no need to ‘oh, maman’ me. Sir Corbin may whisper sweet words in your ear, but I know why his parents have accepted the match, and it is not because of your pretty face.”

      Lady Valentina responded in a voice that was decidedly lofty, as if she had taken Madame Floquet’s words as a personal insult. “The Montaine family is one of the original three hundred whose founding lines trace directly to His Majesty’s family. It would be quite a coup for your merchant family to be linked to one of such noble blood.”

      I murmured into my teacup, “If only we had Count Westergaard to give us the full genealogical background.”

      “Unfortunately, he’s still at the madhouse,” replied Tristan, before biting into a piece of buttered bread.

      “Perhaps you met him there recently? I hear you are quite familiar with the place,” said Lady Valentina waspishly.

      Pausing reflectively to examine the muffin I held, I replied, “Don’t we all have a passing knowledge of madness?”

      Madame Floquet had had enough of these pleasantries. “Love or not, noble or not, the family is cursed. My darling needs to be safe, not be some plaything for a spirit out for revenge.”

      So I was right. My eyebrows rose, and I tried to not sound overly eager. “A curse?”

      The girl said quickly, “Maman is worried about the White Lady.”

      Ah. Yes. Definitely interesting. Gray Ladies were often hauntings attached to families, yet the Morpheus Society knew little about them, as they were elusive entities.

      “Your family has a Gray Lady legend?”

      “Not our family, his. But Corbin, I mean Sir Montaine, doesn’t believe in it. He says it’s only a silly family superstition. Not anything real,” explained the girl.

      “Has it been recently seen?”

      The mother grew uncomfortable and to compensate for it she started blustering, her voice a bit louder than what society dictated acceptable at a tea party. “The thing has been seen walking the cliffs of Pendel.”

      “That’s a seaside resort town where the Montaines have their family seat,” interjected Tristan. Not wanting to sound morbid, but failing, I asked eagerly, “So what horrible thing does this Gray Lady predict?”

      Madame Floquet said, “That a lover will die. Usually a woman.”

      The girl, her eyes misting over with emotion, her lower lip beginning a slight tremor, said, “I don’t believe it! It’s just rumors.”

      Tristan wiped his buttery fingers with a clean napkin. “Madame Floquet and her daughter are going down to Pendel next week — as am I and Valentina. We have all been invited for a fortnight at Hightower House, the Montaines’ estate. If you have no conflicting plans, I would appreciate it if you would come and investigate.”

      With someone in Alenbonné trying to kill me and a chance to be with Tristan, I didn’t hesitate in agreeing to come. I had not forgotten Leona’s warning about not taxing myself, but surely one spirit could be handled easily enough? Besides, she wouldn’t know unless I told her what I was doing, and I certainly would not be sharing.

      “Are you sure the Montaines won’t mind an additional guest?”

      “I’ve already discussed it with Sir Corbin’s parents.” Of course he had. Tristan always assumed that the rest of humanity were pieces to be moved across the board in some game of his own devising, obedient to his every whim.

      “Thank you ever so much, Madame Chalamet,” said Coralie. “His Grace has said so much about you! I’m sure you will take care of the thing.”

      Her mother didn’t seem as impressed. She got to her feet, pulling on her gloves in preparation for leaving. “Regardless, this matter either gets settled to my satisfaction or the wedding will be called off. I will not let my only daughter be sacrificed because some crumbling lighthouse needs repairing. I made a promise to her dead father to look after her, and so I shall!”

      “Maman!” cried her offspring.

      Tristan, who had also risen, said smoothly, “I have full confidence in Madame Chalamet’s expertise to resolve the matter quickly and satisfactorily.”

      Mother and daughter started towards the hall, and Lady Valentina, acting as hostess, trailed after, discussing the logistics of the trip to the Montaines’ estate. Before I could rise to take my leave, Tristan bade me stay. “I wish to discuss more of this matter, if you can spare the time.”

      “Certainly.”

      The door closed, and we were alone. Instead of the sweet words a lover might like to hear, Tristan examined me critically. “You’ve lost weight. I don’t like it. Surely Chef Perdersen hasn’t stopped making fattening desserts?”

      “Most gentlemen don’t mention a woman’s weight or the food she consumes,” I pointed out. He ignored me, continuing his evaluation of my person. “Why are you so pale? Have you seen Dr. LaRue? What does she say?”

      Really, the man was insufferable sometimes.

      “She’s prescribed a course of Dr. Lilly’s strengthening powders.”

      “Don’t be like that, Elinor. I am concerned.”

      “Hence this offer for a working holiday? How kind.”

      “You don’t think I care about that Gray Lady claptrap, do you? Clearly the girl is hysterical, as is her mother.”

      “If you believe that, why go? Why invite me?”

      In that commanding, arrogant way of his, he said firmly, “Because you need it.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter Two

        

      

    

    
      Before I could ask what he meant, his sister returned.

      “Have you visited Pendel before, Madame Chalamet?” Lady Valentina’s voice was cool with just a hint of frostbite. For her, she was being practically chummy.

      “No, I can’t say I have.”

      “It has a very nice white beach and offers excellent saltwater bathing. You must get a bathing costume before your trip. The waters are known as a cure-all and might improve that off color of yours,” said Lady Valentina.

      I had no experience with shorelines that didn’t try to kill you. Alenbonné’s beach was covered with tumbled rocks that sliced bare skin to the bone, and the bay was deep.

      Tristan frowned at his sister. “It is a pleasant place, full of visiting families. Carnivals with puppet shows and trained animal acts, with a museum or two devoted to shipwrecks and shell collections. The Montaine estate, Hightower, sits high above the town, overseeing the harbor. They made their fortune in salt, which is mined in the area.”

      “And those are the cliffs where the Gray Lady was seen?”

      “According to the townsfolk,” he said. “The family says they’ve seen nothing. It’s probably an unsubstantiated rumor fueled by pranksters who enjoy the idea of scaring a new bride.”

      “Rumors often have seeds of truth,” said Valentina pointedly.

      “Like the one where my dead wife pushes my potential lovers down the stairs?” Tristan’s words made his sister flush scarlet, before her cheeks drained as quickly to white. I really didn’t want to be brought into their squabbles, so I tried to bring the conversation back to the current problem. “Do you know much about the Montaine family?”

      “They are family friends. Hightower House is a pleasant residence and the Montaines are comfortable, unfussy people who like company during the summer, since Lady Montaine does not travel far away from home anymore,” said Tristan.

      As she repaired the disarray of spoons and tongs to her tea cart, Lady Valentina added, “It is the Floquets we did not know until recently. I was attending a gallery opening where certain artworks would be auctioned off to raise money for a charity when the mother and daughter were introduced to us. Someone told them we knew the Montaines, and Mys Floquet begged for my advice with this Gray Lady affair.”

      Tristan picked up the story. “When Val told me of the problem, I immediately thought you could help. The ghost story is somewhat of a family legend. When we visited Hightower House as children, I remember one of the cousins reading some story about it from an old family book, but I hadn’t thought about it in years.”

      “So there are records? That is good,” I said, nodding.

      “How does that help?” asked Tristan.

      “It may give information about why she exists.” Trying not to sound like I was lecturing, I explained what I knew. “A Gray Lady isn’t a ghost. Yes, she probably started out as a deceased person who returned due to some injustice, but over time Gray Ladies become a paranormal manifestation, usually tied to a place or an event. There is nothing intelligent about them, so without the ability to question it, discovering their purpose can be difficult.”

      “But you can get rid of it?” demanded Valentina. “I told that silly girl you were capable of that!”

      “I need to learn more about it before I can commit to anything. Such as what makes it manifest. What feeds it.” Of course I was talking through my hat. I had never dealt with a Gray Lady before and only knew of them through written accounts. I was already enjoying the idea of taking on this new challenge, and wouldn’t have missed this one for the world.

      “If it is even real,” commented Tristan.

      I replied curiously, “Do you think its appearance is a prank? Would there be a reason to scare off the Floquets from the match?”

      Tristan ticked off a list on his fingers. “A jealous lover — either someone from Sir Corbin’s past or Coralie’s. Someone wants the Hightower estate. It is a valuable property and without the Floquet money, the Montaines won’t be able to keep it much longer, I fear. Or perhaps someone hates Corbin or Coralie and is reveling in a malicious prank?”

      “She seems awfully young to be marrying.”

      Lady Valentina looked uncomfortable at my statement. Perhaps she thought I was making some sideways remark about her own age, for she was senior in age to Tristan by a few years. Still unmarried, she was deemed a spinster by society. She said tersely, “She looks younger than her years. I’m told the girl is eighteen, despite her appearance.”

      A wave of tiredness passed over me. My left arm was giving a dull throb from elbow to hand from the ghost-inflicted wound given to me by Mysir Vonn, the killer I had vanquished in the Beyond. Time to get home.

      “Thank you for the lovely tea, Lady Fontaine. I expect we will meet again at Hightower House.”

      Neither sibling showed me the door. Ruben hailed me a carriage, quick-cabs not being stately enough for this side of town for day visits, I supposed. That would cost me a few extra coins! As the carriage started off, its door on the street side opened, admitting the Duke de Archambeau. “I couldn’t talk to you in there with all that stuffiness.”

      For the first time in weeks, I felt a genuine smile appear on my lips. “I thought you liked stuffy, Your Grace? I noticed that upon our first acquaintance.”

      “Did you? I wonder what else you noticed?”

      I couldn’t stop laughing. It was so good to see him alone. “Vain man! Why did you get in this carriage? To interrogate me?”

      “Yes.” He said it so seriously that my breath caught. While I had no reason to be, I immediately felt guilty, for Tristan’s manner could have that intimidating effect. “Where is your apprentice?”

      “For now, the Morpheus Society is using her talent for navigating the Beyond.”

      His eyes narrowed suspiciously. “I thought she was yours for a year?”

      “That is typically how it works, yes, but my mentor felt she could use Twyla to help with bringing back mediums who have lost their minds in the Beyond. It’s a very worthy cause, I assure you.”

      “Have you heard from her?”

      “No. But I do not think Twyla is a good correspondent. She does best in situations where she can talk uninterrupted.”

      He leaned forward, coming closer. The smell of his cologne made me close my eyes for a moment. “I do not want to alarm you, but contact her. Do what you must, but get her to write to you on a regular basis.”

      “Now you are frightening me! Do you think she is in some danger?” I could tell he was considering how much to tell me, and I shoved his shoulder back in a reprimand. “Don’t hold back. If you have something to say, do so.”

      “Lafayette’s papers were probably taken by someone who knew of his research. That points to the Morpheus Society.”

      “She is with Leona. Madame Granger, my mentor. She is safe.”

      “You really think so? Because the last you spoke of Madame Granger, you described her as an old lady who barely had the strength to swat away a butterfly, let alone recognize a serious threat.”

      He had a point. Madame Granger was suffering from palsy and was not someone who could fight off an attacker. “Twyla is young and strong.”

      “Mys Andricksson is headstrong and foolhardy. Probably a younger version of you, truth to tell, if I had known you back then.”

      I forced myself not to think about knowing a younger Tristan Fontaine. It was far too distracting for any forthright conversation. “You must say more than these vague warnings. Without facts, I will just fret.”

      He ran a hand through his thick hair, tousling it in a way I was sure would have made his valet, Luca, quiver in agitation. “One reason I’m good at my job is my skill at taking bits and pieces, seemingly all unrelated, and bringing them together in a way to show a complete picture. My agents have brought vague bits of intelligence that seem to indicate something is brewing in the capital.”

      “And what are these bits?” I demanded.

      “Bodies missing from cemeteries, a lower than usual death count in the city, a mining accident with bodies not recovered. Even the city’s body-snatchers are complaining about not having enough meat for autopsies. The only group I can believe would be interested in such things is the Morpheus Society.”

      He leaned closer, searching my face. “Why have you gone so white, Elinor? What is it?”

      To my own frustration, my eyes grew wet. This sensitivity was another side effect of my misadventure with Parnell Lafayette, and I did not like it. The least little thing made my eyes fill with tears and my mouth tremble! I had become a sentimental fool, something I despised.

      He changed sides, and wrapping his arm around my waist, asked gently, “What is bothering you, my dear?”

      His words undid me, and I burst into tears. “It’s all so hard!”

      “What’s hard?”

      “All of it.” Of course I made no sense, but he patted my back and stroked my hair while I made his neckcloth exceedingly damp. “How could the Society let Parnell do that to us? Make us so dirty?”

      “Parnell? Forget him. The man isn’t worth thinking of. Certainly not in causing you distress.”

      “You don’t understand.” I confessed fears I had not shared with anyone since my misadventure with Parnell. “He was able to kill those girls who trusted him all because of the Society and what we stood for. And the Society’s code is what I’ve set my life by since my father died. Now, the principles for which I’ve lived my life are gone! He’s smeared our reputation. Disgraced the Society. How can I pick up the pieces again? He’s sullied our profession.”

      I broke into a fresh bout of ugly crying. Girls would never be with their families again, and somewhere in the north was Ebbe, hopeless in her despair. I was part of what had made that possible.

      Worse, no one in the Society had thought to take responsibility! When I had voiced my concerns, I’d been patted on the head and told to go off and rest. It was Parnell, not the Society, who had done this, they said. When I had argued that the system had allowed him to flourish unchecked, other members had stopped replying to my letters.

      Finally, my storm of crying passing, Tristan dug a man-sized white handkerchief from his pocket and started using it to dry my face.

      “My dear girl, sometimes we put too much faith in people and organizations. They are fallible. Subject to their own imperfections. It is not your fault what an evil man did.”

      “I never said it was my fault!” I wailed. “But he shouldn’t have done it! We shouldn’t have allowed it to happen! We are better than that! And if we aren’t? I can’t be a part of it anymore. But without the Society, who am I? Because it’s all I’ve had to cling to since my father died and⁠—”

      He placed his forehead against my own, his skin cool against my hot dampness, as he stared down into my eyes. “Sometimes when people and institutions show their cracks, it can be hard for us to forgive ourselves. Hard to admit that we never saw the flaws to begin with. Hard to know that we are not perfect and all-knowing.”

      After a moment, I said in a small voice, “Like you did with Minette?”

      “Like I did with Minette. I saw her beauty and accepted her at face value. But she taught me a lesson, and for that I’m grateful.” His voice became more lighthearted as he added, “Do you know that my secretary Stephan broke my favorite crystal inkwell and then tried to hide it in the bottom drawer of my desk? He tried to blame it on that woman-hating Noise Ghost that haunts my office. When I threatened to bring you in to talk with it, he confessed.”

      I gave a weak giggle.

      “Now, come, my dear, blow your nose.” I did as he bade, making a disgustingly loud honking noise. “If you are very good, I might take you on a drive around the park and forget that I’m already late to a meeting with three cabinet members.”

      “I’ve made your cravat wet. It’s terribly crumpled now,” I said, touching it tentatively with a forefinger. “You wouldn’t look your best. And I doubt you have time to change.”

      “You’ve convinced me. I shall skip the meeting. I can’t imagine the Duke de Archambeau showing up rumpled.” He leaned out the window and shouted to the driver, “Around the park a few more times.”

      Inside the carriage, he gently pulled me against his side. “Now, you’ve had what everyone needs: your tea, and a good cry. What else can I do for you?”

      “Should we discuss this new case
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