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My name is Violet Veil, and I am an undertaker’s daughter. 

More importantly, though, I’m also a detective.

‘You’re not,’ said my younger brother, Thomas, at the breakfast table through a mouthful of toast and butter. The butter was dripping on to his school shorts. ‘You don’t work for the police.’

‘I’m independent,’ I told him. I was working on an advertisement as I spoke, poking my tongue out of the corner of my mouth as I carefully inked the letters. 

‘But you’re a girl,’ he insisted. ‘Girls can’t be detectives. You need to be a man with a funny name, like Sherlock Holmes or, or …’

‘Jack Danger,’ suggested my friend Oliver with his usual cheeky smile. 

‘Oh hush, you,’ I said and blotted the ink carefully. ‘Just because something has never been done before doesn’t mean you can’t start.’

I’d had the idea after the events of last October, when Oliver had come crashing into our lives. Or, more accurately, when he’d turned up in a coffin – only to wake up alive, much to his own surprise, as well as everyone else’s.

He had asked me to solve his ‘murder’, which we soon surmised was linked to others that had recently taken place. We had the help of Bones, my greyhound, who had appeared mysteriously one day in the cemetery behind our home, and my equally mysterious sixth sense that allowed me to communicate with ghosts (although whether they felt like communicating back was another matter). And together we had done it. There were a few bumps along the way, of course – including my father being thrown into prison on suspicion of committing the Seven Gates Murders. Yet my catching the real culprit had led to his freedom. (At that moment he was already long since out in the stable yard, preparing for the day’s work.)

But solving the mystery had given me a taste of something that I never could have imagined. Suddenly I was no longer doomed to a life of embroidery and attending social events with eligible bachelors. I had always dreamed of being allowed to become an undertaker like my father, which had filled my parents with varying degrees of horror. But that was Thomas’s and perhaps Oliver’s lot, not mine. Now I’d seen an opportunity to create my own destiny. 

I leaned back and admired my handiwork on the small piece of white card. 
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Oliver peered over at it. I’d been helping him with his reading. ‘Veil … In-ves-tig … ations,’ he read, and then grinned at me. 

‘Precisely.’ I grinned back. 

His smile slowly faded. ‘Just you, then?’

‘You’re Father’s apprentice. And, besides, you don’t enjoy this whole mystery business.’

He wrinkled his nose and said nothing.

‘Mother will be cross with you,’ Thomas said as he jumped down from the table. Bones barked and ran over to scoop up any stray crumbs. 

‘She told me to investigate,’ I shot back. It was true – although, to be precise, she had only been referring to exonerating Father. But there was no reason, I had decided, that I couldn’t interpret that as permission. 

‘What’re you going to do with it, Violet?’ Oliver asked, pointing to the card. 

‘I’m going to put it in the front window of the shop,’ I said. ‘Come on.’

* * *

The business had been doing considerably better these past few months. Father had received some compensation from the newspapers who had falsely accused him. He’d also sold an exclusive interview to the Weekly Bugle about his wrongful conviction, and not only made a tidy sum but advertised his services at the same time. He’d been so busy that his debts were decreasing rapidly, and he had been able to hire some more staff. The first of these was Ernesto, who now manned the shop (as we called it, though it wasn’t really a shop) whenever Father was out directing funerals. 

‘Morning, Miss Violet,’ he said with a tip of his hat as we entered. ‘We’ve had two arrangements made alre—’ 

He was interrupted by Bones, who barrelled in through the back door from the house, skidded on the wooden floor and leaped up to greet him. Ernesto was rather afraid of dogs but, unfortunately for him, Bones loved him. The dog had his paws on the young man’s shoulders and was wagging his tail vigorously. Ernesto’s expression was one of pure horror. 

‘Down, boy!’ I commanded. Bones did as he was told, looking a little sheepish but pleased with himself – his tail still wagging nineteen to the dozen. ‘You know Ernesto doesn’t like it when you carry on so!’ 

Ernesto backed away, dabbing at his brow with his handkerchief. ‘Dios mío,’ he muttered.

‘Sorry,’ I said. ‘He’s just rather fond of you.’

‘It’s quite all right, miss,’ he said, but he still looked a little in shock. It happened any time I let Bones near him, but he was still not used to it. He turned and began going through the files in the cabinet behind him.

Ernesto was rather afraid of a lot of things, I had discovered. The list included spiders, sharp objects and, for some reason, pickles. Thankfully for the sake of his job, the one thing he didn’t seem to be at all afraid of was death.

I went over to the window in the front of the shop that was currently housing a beautifully painted coffin decorated with immortelles – the everlasting flowers. I leaned across and put my business card in one of the window panels, balanced on the frame.

‘What are you doing, Miss Violet?’ Ernesto called from beside the cabinets.

‘Nothing!’ 

Oliver gave me a look. Even Bones seemed to be peering at me suspiciously.

‘What?’ I whispered. ‘Either Father will notice or he won’t. I shall have to explain to him sooner or later.’

‘And if he does?’ Oliver asked.

I waved my hand dismissively. I would worry about that when it happened. ‘Shouldn’t you be out being his apprentice by now?’

Oliver spun round to look up at the clock that sat high on the back wall. ‘Is it eight already?’

I nodded; although, to be precise, it was only five minutes to. 

‘Blast! I’d better run!’ And, with that, he dashed out into the corridor. 

Ernesto got back up, fanned himself and then sat down at the desk.

I crossed my fingers that Oliver wouldn’t tell Father about my new business venture straight away, but I was fairly sure he wouldn’t. We were firm friends, after all, and friends had to stick together. And, of course, I was going to rope him into it in any way that I could.

Even though things were going better for us financially, we were not out of the woods yet. We still only had one servant where once we had employed a whole staff. I realised now that we were lucky to have a roof over our heads, but even that would be under threat if Father couldn’t repay all his debts. Perhaps if I could make a bit of money on the side it would help Mother and Father.

I opened the front door of the shop and stepped out into the bustling street, Bones trotting behind me. I couldn’t help but smile at the sight of my card in the window. This was a new beginning. I had set the bait: now to wait and see what mysteries would fall into my trap. 
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I had a long wait. Mysteries, it seemed, weren’t as widely available as I had hoped.

I busied myself, helping out round the house and the business whenever Mother wasn’t making me practise ditties on the piano or try on woollen petticoats. But my mind was with that little card in the window. 

I’d had a taste of investigating – the exhilarating rush of hunting for clues, following Bones’s nose and foiling a murderer – and I wanted more. I knew better than anyone that life was for living. The dead lived in whispers, cobwebbed and rattling. I could be bold and bright and alive, and I intended to be so to the full extent of my ability. 

But how could I when adventure refused to knock at my door?

I was pondering this a week or so later when I was straightening the flowers in the window display for the ninetieth time. Ernesto was taking lunch, and Bones was sprawled on the floor in a patch of light, motes of dust spilling over him. Suddenly his ears pricked up and, sure enough, in moments the shop door opened. 

It was a lady, a relatively young one, with long black hair. I immediately noticed her style of dress, which was unusual and elaborate, folded at the front like a coat but made from delicate silk in the Chinese fashion. The second thing I noticed was that her garments were a brilliant peacock blue and gold – which was even more unusual. Rarely did anyone set foot in our shop who wasn’t wearing black.

‘Good afternoon. May I be of assistance?’ I asked, repeating what I had heard Father and Ernesto say many times. I was about to call for them, but the lady stopped me in my tracks.

‘Are you Miss Violet Veil?’ she asked, the hint of an accent in her voice. 

I paused, speechless for a second. ‘Um – well, yes, I am indeed!’

‘You are … not what I expected,’ she said.

‘Oh well –’ I blinked – ‘I am small for my age.’ That wasn’t precisely true, but I hoped it would make her think I was older. ‘Besides, I am qualified. You know of the Seven Gates Murders?’

‘Yes,’ she said, recognition dawning on her face. It had been the big news in all the papers – my father’s conviction, and then the unmasking of the real culprit.

‘That was me.’ I stopped, realising I perhaps ought to clarify. ‘Or, um, rather, I solved the mystery. You might have seen my name mentioned?’

She nodded. ‘I thought it was familiar when I saw your sign in the window. I am Miss Li and I live in Turner Square. It is good to meet you. May we discuss?’

‘Of course,’ I replied coolly. In my mind, I had considerably less confidence. I had been so excited for someone to respond to my advertisement, yet I had completely failed to plan what to do if it actually happened.

Bones was circling us, wagging his tail. I knew that meant he thought Miss Li was safe. He would be all growling and hackles raised if he sensed any threat. I glanced towards the corridor that led from the shop to our house. Ernesto was presumably out the back somewhere. Father was busy in the funeral parlour, and Oliver was helping him. No one would be any the wiser.

I hurried over to the main desk. ‘Let’s sit at, um, my desk,’ I said, quickly tipping over the little brass sign that read Edgar D. Veil, Undertaker. 

She looked around, seeming a little uncertain, but then took a seat in front of me. ‘Thank you,’ she said quietly. Bones padded over and squeezed under the desk by my feet. 

I pulled out a piece of notepaper and a pencil from Father’s tray. ‘You have a mystery that requires investigating?’ I asked eagerly. ‘Is it a murder? A kidnapping?’

The woman raised her eyebrows. 

I cleared my throat, realising I was pushing my luck. Idiot, I chastised myself. She would go to the police for such matters. 

‘A lost … pet?’ I tried again.

‘No,’ she said finally. ‘It is something … stranger. I was not sure where to turn.’ She took a deep breath. ‘I found this.’ She reached into the top of her gown and pulled out a golden necklace.

I peered a little closer at it – it was beautiful, shaped almost like a lock with intricate flowers carved on to a blue background. Glittering beads in different shapes hung down from it. ‘You found it?’ I asked. I wasn’t sure that this was a mystery. What exactly did she want from me? ‘Do you … want me to look for the owner?’

‘No, Miss Veil,’ she said. ‘It’s mine. It was lost. I lost it on purpose.’

Now the necklace wasn’t the only thing that was lost. I was right off the edge of the map.

‘I’m sorry,’ I said, lowering the pencil, ‘but what is the mystery here?’

She took the necklace off and dropped it on to the desk with a clatter. ‘These are usually for protection, for boys, but my father was given this as a child and then he had no sons to pass it on to. He made me wear it, but I do not think he really wanted to protect me. He was …’ she paused, searching for the words, ‘cruel and strict. I crossed many seas to get away from him, but he followed. When he died a few months ago, I didn’t hesitate to … throw it away.’

‘This must be valuable,’ I said, more to myself than anything, picking it up and running it through my hands. It certainly looked and felt like real gold.

Miss Li nodded. ‘My sister was furious with me, but to me it was a – a symbol of him, and of all the hurt he had caused, and I wanted to be rid of it. But then … there was this prophecy.’

I felt Bones stirring under the table – and, if I’d had greyhound ears, I felt sure they would have pricked up too. I was still lost, but this sounded interesting. ‘A prophecy?’

Miss Li waved her hand. ‘My sister, Zhen, she has recently married a man. His name is Barnaby Campbell and he works at the bank in Havisham. He takes her to the theatre nearby, the Grecian. Do you know it?’

‘I’ve heard of it in passing,’ I said, which was true. I had never been. I often begged Mother to take me to the theatre, but beyond a viewing of Swan Lake one Christmas she always turned me down.

Miss Li fiddled with the braiding on her gown for a moment before continuing. ‘There is a performer there. She calls herself Lady Athena. She tells fortunes. And they say she can –’ she lowered her voice – ‘speak with the dead.’

I frowned at that. I had heard the dead, and they weren’t good conversationalists. Usually all they gave me was a feeling, or fragments of words. It was something I mostly kept quiet, and I hadn’t ever met anyone else – that I knew of – who could sense them. I had heard of mediums, of course, and of the seances that took place in parlours and halls, but there was little chance of my parents ever letting me near such things. I had read some of the books and pamphlets Father had on the matter, but he’d always told me that he believed such people to be a pack of frauds. Did this Lady Athena truly share my power, or was she a fraud too? 

I felt a low rumbling growl from Bones by my feet, and reached down to stroke him. That was a warning, but I was unsure of what.

‘But …’ I began. ‘How does this relate to the necklace?’

‘Lady Athena,’ Miss Li said, ‘read my sister’s fortune with the help of her “spirit guide”. And she told Zhen that I would find this necklace. And, the very next day, it appeared on my nightstand, as if it had never left.’

My attention was starting to drift again. It seemed this wasn’t the thrilling mystery I’d been hoping for – and I didn’t have long before Father or Ernesto came back and caught me up to no good at the desk. ‘Perhaps you just forgot where you’d left it,’ I said. ‘Or a servant found it and put it back.’

But Miss Li leaned forward and fixed me with a very serious gaze. ‘That is quite impossible. You see, I …’ She squeezed her hand into a fist. ‘I threw the necklace into my father’s grave.’
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Once I had picked my jaw up from the floor, I knew I needed to ask Miss Li further questions. This was suddenly very interesting.

‘Someone dug out the necklace?’ I asked. ‘A grave robbery?’

‘That is the strange thing,’ she said as if there weren’t anything particularly strange about what she’d just said. ‘His grave was not disturbed. I made myself go back there and look. But the earth was untouched.’

My mind raced. This detective business required far more quick thinking than I had imagined. What were the right questions to ask? For a moment, I thought of Detective Inspector Holbrook – the surly and intimidating police inspector who had arrested my father last year. He had told me in no uncertain terms that I was not a detective. I bit my lip. If I were to prove him wrong, I had to work on my skills.

So this necklace had been in Miss Li’s father’s grave and now it was here. And the soil remained intact. Was it a fake, perhaps? A copy?

I stared down at it. It certainly looked genuine enough. And surely she would be very familiar with her own necklace. It was elaborate and unusual – not something that would be easy to come by in Britain. ‘You’re certain this is the real thing?’ 

She nodded. ‘I spent years of my life with it round my neck. It has a distinctive mark on the back. Here.’ She pointed.

‘And who else knew about you throwing it away? Only your sister?’ I asked.

She flushed a little. ‘And all the others that were at the funeral.’

Aha. From the way she spoke, it sounded as though she may have made something of a public spectacle out of her actions. 

‘I just want to know how … how this Lady Athena knew about it,’ she said. 

‘You don’t believe she has powers?’ I was relieved that she seemed to share my scepticism on the matter.

‘I don’t—’ Miss Li stopped and shook her head. ‘I don’t know. Perhaps. What I do know is that my sister spends all her money on these performances. And now the theatre is asking for investors. The return of the necklace has made her belief very firm. I am just … so worried about her.’ Miss Li’s forehead creased as she stared down at the desk.

‘Don’t worry,’ I said with renewed fervour. ‘I’ll do what I can to help you, Miss Li. We can get to the bottom of this!’

Her face lit up. ‘You are sure? I cannot pay very much. Most of my father’s wealth passed to my sister. He didn’t approve of me. If he had had a son, we would not have got a penny.’

I honestly hadn’t the faintest idea what I would charge anyone. What was a mystery worth? 

‘Please don’t worry about payment for now, madam. I shall, um, consult my associates and get back to you when we know more.’ I pointed at the necklace. ‘May I keep this for now?’

‘Yes,’ she said with surprisingly little consideration. ‘Take it.’ 

I nodded and tucked it away safely in my dress. 

She hastily wrote her address down on the notepad that sat on the desk, tore it off and handed it to me. ‘Thank you, Miss Veil,’ she said with an air of relief as she stood up. ‘Thank you for your time.’ 

Once I’d led her out of the door, I looked down at Bones, who was padding round me expectantly. ‘Well, what do you say, boy? Are we on the case?’

He barked his agreement, and I rubbed my hands together with glee. ‘Right,’ I said. ‘That’s one associate consulted. Now for the other.’ I ran out of the back of the shop, my footsteps bouncy with the promise of adventure. ‘Oliver!’

* * *

I found Oliver exiting the funeral parlour, where I could hear Father and Ernesto talking about arrangements in the background. 

Oliver wiped the sweat from his brow with a handkerchief and then stuffed it away in his pocket. This was probably a good idea as Bones had now jumped up and was enthusiastically licking his face. 

‘Do you have a moment?’ I asked, keeping my voice low as I pushed Bones back down. ‘It’s important!’

Oliver rubbed his hands on his overalls. ‘Your pa said I could go for lunch. I was looking forward to one of Maddy’s roast-beef sandwiches …’

‘Never mind that!’ I grabbed his arm. ‘Food can wait. We have an investigation to discuss.’

I dragged the reluctant Oliver out through the kitchen, luckily escaping the notice of Maddy, our maidservant, who was busy with the sandwiches. We still had not yet been able to replace our cook, so those duties currently fell to Mother, Maddy and occasionally me if they were able to rope me into it.

I opened the back door and Bones raced out ahead of me, through our yard and into the cemetery. 

Seven Gates Cemetery spread out from the back of our house. We didn’t own it, but we had some responsibility for it, and most of Father’s funerals took place in its twin chapels. That meant we were allowed a gate into it, while the rest of the place was walled off and locked at night to deter grave robbers. In my heart, though, the cemetery was ours.

Spring was well and truly making itself at home that day. I loved the cemetery in every season, but spring was particularly impressive. Although the place had been built relatively recently compared to some of the ancient churchyards, it was still the oldest of the city’s cemeteries. A happy consequence of this was that flowers planted in decades past had taken root and begun to spread. Spring always arrived with a white carpet of snowdrops, and then daffodils, bluebells and primroses followed.

Bones frolicked among the sea of yellow daffodils that were gently waving in the breeze, while a cacophony of birds sang at him from the trees. I dragged Oliver over to my favourite bench under the oak tree. 

‘What is it, Violet?’ he asked. He suddenly went wide-eyed. ‘Not another murder?’

‘No, no,’ I said quickly. ‘But a mystery nonetheless. We finally have a case!’ I clapped my hands. My friend looked less enthusiastic. ‘Don’t worry – I’m sure it’s perfectly safe.’

‘Knowing you,’ he replied, ‘I’m sure it perfectly ain’t. Go on, then, what is it?’

I ignored his jibe. ‘A lady came to me in the shop, a Miss Li. It’s –’ I paused, wondering how to explain what I’d just been told – ‘a little complicated. Long story short, there’s a medium at the Grecian Theatre. She’s been telling people’s fortunes. And Miss Li had this necklace that her father made her wear, but she got rid of it.’ I pulled out the amulet and dangled it in front of him.

‘What’s the fortune-teller got to do with this?’ Oliver asked, wrinkling his nose. He wasn’t really paying attention, I could tell. He was watching Bones, who had just got himself covered in pollen and was sneezing. 

I poked him in the arm. ‘You’ll learn if you actually listen! This fortune-teller– Lady Athena her name is, apparently – told Miss Li’s sister that the necklace would come back. And then she suddenly found it.’

‘Hmm. What’s strange about that?’

I stood up, ready for my dramatic flourish. ‘Because she threw it in her father’s grave.’

That got his attention. He snapped his gaze back to me and the necklace, forgetting the overzealous dog. ‘You what?’

‘Exactly. It reappeared, and the grave wasn’t even touched. A real mystery.’ I rubbed my hands together with glee. ‘And there’s more. Her sister has become completely convinced by this spiritualist lady, and might be about to invest in the theatre. Miss Li is really worried that something fishy is going on. She wants to find out how and why this prophecy came true. And that’s where we come in!’

‘Where you come in, you mean,’ he said, raising an eyebrow at me. ‘Violet Veil Investigations, your card said. That means I don’t have to get involved.’

‘Oh, come on now!’ I stamped my foot in the grass. ‘We’re a team.’ I couldn’t help but notice that he sat up a little straighter when I said that, as if he were pleased. ‘I need you. Last year, you asked me to investigate for you. Now I need you to help me investigate. I don’t want to do this alone!’ 

It bruised my pride a little to say that, but it was true. I was convinced that I was the brains of the operation, but Oliver was the heart and soul. He always made me feel braver than I really was.

He stared back at me, a short pause that felt like for ever. ‘All right. I’ll help you. When I’ve got time in between apprenticing, that is.’

Bones chose that moment to start barking and chasing after a squirrel. He was an essential part of the operation too – I could sense the dead, but Bones seemed to have a special intuition of his own. We had often followed his nose in the case of the Seven Gates Murders. Right then, though, his special intuition was apparently only telling him to chase squirrels. 

I shook my head and turned back to Oliver. ‘Thank you,’ I said with relief. ‘Now we just have to think about how we’re going to do this. I think we need to get into one of those performances and see what this Lady Athena is doing – work out what she’s up to. But I have no idea how! I’m not sure I can afford a ticket, and I don’t think there’s any chance of Mother and Father letting me go.’

‘Wait,’ Oliver said suddenly. ‘Did you say the Grecian Theatre?’

‘That’s the one,’ I replied.

He jumped up. ‘I know someone who works there,’ he said. ‘My friend Archie. Ain’t seen him for ages, not since he stopped shoeshining an’ got a proper job. But we were good pals.’

‘Really?’ Oliver didn’t mention his past life very often and that included his friends.

He nodded. ‘I reckon Archie could get us inside. Leave it with me.’

I grinned at him. ‘Oliver, you’re brilliant.’ 

‘If we solve this …’ He paused. ‘Will I get my name on the business card?’

‘I’ll think about it,’ I said with a wink.

I hoped this Lady Athena, whoever she really was, was ready for us. Because we were certainly ready for her.
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The next day, Oliver disappeared before his break for lunch. I waited at the piano and reluctantly practised my major scales. If it were possible to play the piano sarcastically, I would have done so.

A little while later, he returned with a big grin on his face. ‘Archie said he’d show us round,’ he said.

‘Well, what are we waiting for?’ I jumped up from the piano stool ‘Let’s be off!’

He gave me a bemused look, one I was becoming very familiar with. ‘Some of us have work to be doing, Violet.’

‘I only don’t because they won’t let me,’ I huffed, shutting the piano lid a little too heavily and making Bones jump. ‘That’s why I’m creating my own work. Come on – ask Father if he’ll let you off for the afternoon.’

Oliver sighed. ‘All right. But only because I know there’s no one in at the moment.’ He sniffed. ‘Besides, you’re lucky that your pa is a good man. Plenty of masters would give me a thrashing for even asking.’

It was true that Father was good to him, but I knew that there was a fair amount of guilt and horror involved. My father held himself responsible for the fact that Oliver had been almost sent to his grave when he was merely deeply unconscious and not, in fact, dead.

Oliver hurried away to the funeral parlour to ask, while I ran to the back door to get Bones’s lead. Luckily, Mother and Maddy were busy upstairs, so there was no one to interrogate me about what I was up to. 

Oliver returned, looking happy but a little flustered. ‘He told me I could go in a couple of hours,’ he said. ‘Wait.’ He stopped and patted Bones. ‘You’re bringing the dog?’

‘Of course,’ I shot back. ‘Bones is an essential part of the operation.’

Oliver frowned. ‘Ain’t theatres for fancy folk, though? Don’t think they let dogs in.’

‘I’ll think of something,’ I said, putting the lead in my pocket for later. I was sure I would. I was quickly developing a way of talking myself into places.

Once Oliver was finished and allowed to leave, we headed to the front of the house, to the shop. Ernesto was sitting behind the desk as usual. He looked up, and I noticed there was some relief in his expression as he realised that Bones was on a lead and not about to jump up at him again. ‘Afternoon, Miss Violet.’

‘Afternoon, Ernesto,’ I said. ‘We’re just going to run some errands for Father.’

‘All-all right,’ he stuttered, still staring at Bones with twitching eyelids. ‘Goodbye then.’

I hadn’t been expecting it to be quite that easy, but I supposed Ernesto was more worried about the dog than whatever it was we were up to.

‘Right,’ I said as soon as we were out of the shop door. ‘To the theatre!’

* * *

The Grecian Theatre was a fair walk away, just outside Seven Gates borough and into Havisham, in a district with some of the larger and more upmarket shops. I had passed it many times, but had never been inside. It had always seemed so grand, like a palace.

As I stood looking up at it, I could see it was, in fact, rather tatty. There were cracks in the tall white columns and elaborate classical carvings that made up its frontage. The letter E was hanging askew on the end of the huge sign, and the windows all looked in need of a good clean.

The lowest level was plastered with posters bearing a drawing of a lady dressed in an unusual but glamorous manner – her hair loose, her dress long and flowing. The posters read:
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I read this aloud to Oliver, who followed along slowly with his finger. Bones stared up at the posters silently – probably wondering what all the fuss was about.

‘Blimey,’ Oliver said, shoving his hands back into his pockets. ‘Sounds impressive.’

‘I suppose,’ I replied. ‘All posters are like that, though. They all claim to have the best product or the most spectacular show on earth. We’ll have to see for ourselves what all the fuss is about.’

‘Archie told me to meet him by the stage door at the back,’ Oliver said. ‘Come on.’

We trotted round the building. There it dropped the pretence that it was some sort of elaborate Ancient Greek temple and turned into a mishmash of smoke-stained stone and hastily added extensions. I spotted a tiny unassuming red door, from which an equally tiny red-headed boy in a uniform was waving at us.

‘Hullo, Arch,’ Oliver said. 

A grin spread across the boy’s face. ‘Welcome! Come one, come all!’ 

‘There’s only two of us,’ I pointed out. ‘And a dog.’ Bones barked and sat back on his haunches.

Archie blinked at me. ‘Hmm,’ he said. ‘You didn’t say nothing about a dog, Ol.’

Oliver shrugged. ‘Sorry. She insisted.’

‘Well.’ The boy ran a hand through his scruffy red hair. ‘Mr Anastos loves dogs. He probably won’t mind. Gotta be quick, though, the door manager’s gone for a break.’

Bones’s tongue lolled out and he began panting happily. I supposed that was a good sign.

At that point, I remembered my manners. ‘Ahem, anyway, I’m Violet Veil. Of Veil Investigations.’ I dug into my pocket and pulled out one of my home-made business cards, pressing it into his hand. ‘You’ve probably heard of me.’

‘Oliver told me you were a friend of his, miss,’ the cheerful boy replied enthusiastically. ‘You must be very important. Come inside! I’ll show you around. Might even show you the ropes – the ones that draw back the curtains, that is.’ He laughed at his own joke while we just stared at him. ‘This way!’

He motioned for us to come inside, and we followed, Bones pulling on his lead – presumably with excitement at getting to visit a whole new place with a whole new variety of smells.

Archie led us through some rather dark and damp corridors. At the end of one there was a locked door, and after he quickly pulled a key from his pocket to open it we emerged into a slightly fancier corridor with plush carpeting. We soon came across a set of stairs that led down to a pair of double doors with glass windows. He held one open for us. ‘After you!’

‘Oh my,’ I said. Oliver whistled quietly.

‘Welcome, my friends, to the Grecian Theatre! The most grandest theatre in the world!’ Archie cried, throwing his arms out wide. What Archie lacked in height, he certainly made up for in enthusiasm. 

We had entered the empty lobby of the theatre. It was like nothing I had ever seen before. 

The whole place was covered in plush red carpeting, and shiny white marble columns stretched up to a ceiling carved with classical scenes. There were two chandeliers, the candles unlit but the glass glittering. An enormous bar took up the middle of the room, decorated with a huge spray of red and yellow flowers. A bored-looking waiter stood behind it, polishing glasses. He barely glanced up at us.

The closer I looked, though, the more the cracks began to show. Parts of the carpet were faded and worn with age. A Greek statue to one side was missing her nose. Besides that, there was a huge stain in a corner of the ceiling that appeared to be some kind of water damage. 

‘Archie?’ someone called. 

The boy’s face immediately lit up and somehow also flushed at the same time.

A girl was being pushed into the lobby in a wheelchair by an older boy. She looked about my age, him a little older – perhaps around Oliver’s age. Both of them were beautiful, with dark eyes and black curls – the girl’s long and the boy’s short. 

‘Afternoon, sir, ma’am,’ Archie said, bowing repeatedly. I wondered why he acted that way when they were not much older than him. ‘A-anything I can do for you today? Archie Pennyworth, at your service!’

‘Morning, Archie,’ said the dark-haired boy in a friendly tone.

The girl looked around as they neared us. ‘Hmm. I suppose the brass could be a little shinier?’ 

I held tight to Bones’s lead to stop him jumping up at them, which he was clearly desperate to do.

Archie suddenly stood to attention like a soldier. ‘Yes, Miss Anastos, miss! Right away, miss! You’ll see your face in all this when I’m done!’

The girl kept a straight face as he ran back out of the doors we’d come through, only to break into laughter once he’d gone. 

‘You shouldn’t tease him, Eleni,’ the older boy said. ‘You know he just wants to please everyone. Especially you.’ At this
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