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LARS ANDERSEN LAY IN his bed ruminating on his new circumstances as a consulting paranormal investigator. Several months into the odd arrangement, Elspeth Heyward surprised him. Despite her volatile moods, she often provided good company and conversation when not engaged in their detective work. Even that aspect Lars found tolerable, as it tickled his private fascination for the supernatural. Granted, he also had a healthy dose of fear for such things, but one must be prudent with safety. Still, the position offered him excellent accommodations coupled with a growing fondness for English sausages.

And Elspeth’s wonderful brandy smooths over the rough patches, not to mention Willoughby’s excellent pickled herring and gravlax.

Lars’ mouth watered at the thought. Allowing himself a few more luxuriating minutes in bed before rising, he continued pondering his good fortune while dressing.

Life in London is far better than Norway. I can handle this detective business, and managing Elspeth’s finances is decidedly more interesting than working at my father’s dreary accounting firm. 

After reviewing her situation, it became obvious why she entrusted him with her accounts despite his previous embezzlement woes. She had practically no capital, with most of the bills paid from her monthly parental stipend and their sporadic consulting fees. Creative accounting was often necessary, especially since his own ill-gotten gains were now tied up in investments.

When suitably attired, Lars wandered into the sitting room for breakfast. Elspeth’s screech greeted him, assaulting his ears like the call of a sick seagull.

“Curse that damnable Sherlock Holmes!” Elspeth Heyward tossed the latest copy of The Strand across the room before turning to glare at her partner. “Why does he always get the glory, Andersen, why? We’ve been doing an equally admirable job in our business and are the newshounds lining up at our door? No!”

Lars sighed, pointedly ignoring the question and remaining silent on the matter. He knew from recent experience that engaging his volatile business partner on the topic of Holmes only aggravated the situation. His unfortunate snub of her soured any esteem of the man and spawned a minor obsession.

“It’s because he keeps mum on the truth, you know, pretends none of his cases have paranormal causes. Abetted by his partner in lies, Watson. But we know better, don’t we?” Elspeth stared directly at Lars and he gulped, hastily nodding, before sitting and occupying himself with pouring a cup of tea.

Elspeth abruptly shouted, “Willoughby!” Her shrill voice snapped against the tension.

Lars flinched and nearly choked on his tea. He winced, ducking his head to hide the grimace. It wouldn’t do to have her turn her ire on him, not this early in the morning. He looked up when the clang and hiss of their automaton manservant entered the room.

“Yes, ma’am, did you need something?” Willoughby’s head creaked in a slight nod and waited. Oil dripped out of one ear, and Lars made a note to check the automaton’s fittings later.

Elspeth scowled. “Can you rid me of that pompous poser of a detective, Sherlock Holmes, and his fabricating fool of a partner?”

“No, ma’am.” Willoughby’s left pinky twitched, but he showed no other sign of consternation.

Elspeth sighed. “Then bring me a brandy. And one for Lars as well, with some eggs and sausage for his breakfast.” 

“Very good, ma’am.” Willoughby clanged a retreat.

“Why am I so put upon?” Elspeth sighed dramatically. “Beset with that horrid man’s exploits. He gets his name in the papers and we haven’t had a case in over a fortnight.”

“You should not get aggrieved over the stories in the papers.” Lars ventured, emboldened by the thought of brandy. “Enjoy our leisure time.”

“Enjoy it! How can I enjoy anything with Holmes taking all the cases?” Elspeth glared. “You’re not taking his side, are you, Andersen?”

“No, of course not,” Lars sputtered, “but he is not doing it deliberately. That is a bit harsh, yes?”

“No,” Elspeth hissed. “Sherlock Holmes is a ridiculous farce.”

Lars straightened his shoulders. “Now, that is not reasonable!” Throwing caution away, he continued, “Herr Holmes gets the job done; he is hardly a poser. And Herr Watson may occasionally leave out details, or obscure certain facts, but he is not fabricating their adventures. He is most likely trying not to pander to the ghoulish. No one wants another Ghost Riot.”

“You’re right, I suppose.” Elspeth flopped back against her chair cushions. “Public sentiment isn’t favourable to paranormal goings-on. Not after the Unhallowed Wars.” Elspeth sighed. “But he always seems to get the renown. We’ve had cases just as interesting these past months and no one at the papers is banging on our door to publish our exploits. It isn’t fair that he gets all the accolades. I’m not some fly-by-night fool, you know.”

“No,” Lars drew out the word, before he added, “it is not fair.” Then he mumbled, just below earshot, “But I suspect your father makes certain you never get into the papers.”

Elspeth frowned at him. “What was that? Speak up, man!”

Lars hastily cleared his throat. “My apologies, Frøken, um, Miss Heyward.” He stumbled over the name, still getting used to using the English phrases, but he was remembering most of the time. “I was saying how you were right. That some of our cases should have made the papers.”

Elspeth looked mollified. “Indeed. I felt at least the case of the dastardly hellhound would have sparked interest, but nothing.” She sniffed. “They’re jealous.”

And the return of Willoughby with the brandy and food cut off any further discussion.

“Apologies for the tardiness, ma’am, but there’s been a telephone call. It seems a Miss Scarlett Lejeune wishes to engage your services as a detective. I took the liberty of making an appointment in an hour and a half.”

Elspeth let out a squeal of delight. “Did you hear that, Andersen? Scarlett Lejeune herself as a client. Perhaps this will be the case that garners attention.”

Lars sipped his brandy and tried not to sigh as he enjoyed his breakfast. Who in the world was Scarlett Lejeune?
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SCARLETT LEJEUNE SAT straight in her chair, gloved hands clasped in her lap, hair perfectly coiffed under a stylish green hat that matched an equally stylish dress. If not for the low décolletage and the occasional flash of ankles she would have seemed the most proper of ladies. 

“Thank you for seeing me, Miss Heyward. I wasn’t certain you would, considering my reputation and the animosity of our... mutual acquaintance.”

As Elspeth replied, the edge of her lip quirked. “I’m not one to judge, and I think Madam Whitlock holds offence on us both, so it is of no consequence. Now, tell me why you’ve come.” 

Fingers brushing her skirt, Miss Lejeune blurted, “I need you to find the person harassing me.”

Lars watched Elspeth’s expression morph into disappointment. She looks like a wounded goose.

Yet, Elspeth tried to smile as she replied, “Oh. I thought—Typically I deal in paranormal work, not standard detective fare, but I can refer—”

“I’m sorry, I haven’t been clear.” Miss Lejeune grimaced. “I need your particular type of help. This is a delicate affair, possibly concerning one of my... gentlemen admirers. I believe the person harassing me is one of my vampires.”

Lars sucked in his breath, shocked and confused, while Elspeth’s expression turned giddy. Miss Lejeune ignored both reactions.

“I’m uncertain which of my patrons is behind the harassment.” A slight hesitation, then, “Or if, indeed, any of them are responsible. I have a formidable reputation, and it could be someone from the outer social circles I frequent. That’s what I need you to discover.” Reaching into her small purse, Miss Lejeune pulled out a letter and handed it to Elspeth. “I’ve been receiving one of these messages daily for a fortnight. They mysteriously appear on my desk each morning.”

Elspeth scanned the letter, reading a passage out loud, “‘My dearest, my darling, why do you hurt me so? You are mine and have ever been so, yet you ignore me, spend your time in the company of others unworthy of your attention. Can’t you see this is wrong? You belong with me.’” 

Elspeth snorted. “Very male and possessive. Yet not overtly threatening.” She shrugged, then folded the letter and handed it back, asking, “What else happened? Why did you seek my help?”

Clutching the letter, Miss Lejeune twitched. “How did you know?”

“You’ve been receiving the letters for a fortnight, but did nothing. You obviously were not unduly alarmed, and I expect you have certain protections in place for your line of work. So something else must have occurred to send you scurrying to me.”

Fingers fluttering, she swallowed. “I didn’t think it would go this far. I thought—” She shook her head, hands repetitively smoothing her skirts. “A gift was delivered to my house yesterday. A wax doll with a miniature knife through the heart. Dressed to resemble me, the toy had a large red stain on the front. As you said, a more obvious threat.”

“I should say so!” Lars blurted, and then fell silent with a glare from Elspeth.

“He plainly craves your singular attention and has escalated his actions to get it. Have you any thoughts on who the perpetrator might be?”

Miss Lejeune hesitated, hands curling, before she shook her head. “There are too many possibilities.”

Elspeth frowned, with slight suspicion. “Are you certain you have no inklings? No one comes to mind?”

Slumping forward, Miss Lejeune whispered, “No one.”

Elspeth grunted, but didn’t press. “Do you know how the doll was delivered?”

“With that, I can be more helpful. The package was hand-delivered by a lad who lives in my area. I have his name and address.” She slipped another paper from her purse and gave it to Elspeth.

“Excellent. I can begin there. I would like to examine the other letters if you have them, and the doll itself. They may yield clues.”

“I saved everything. You can stop by tomorrow morning and examine them.”

Elspeth nodded, pleased.

“Now, what are your fees? I’d prefer to pay in advance.”

Lars piped up, “Nine pounds, plus any additional accrued expenses, ma’am.”

Miss Lejeune nodded. “Very reasonable,” and handed Lars the money before Willoughby showed her out.

Lars slipped the payment in his pocket and asked, “Who is that woman? Why does she associate with vampires?”

“Don’t you have thralls in Norway?” Elspeth seemed surprised.

Lars shook his head. “The word is not familiar to me.”

“Ah. Thralls willingly feed vampires their blood, for a price. It is a lucrative business here in London. Regulated even.”

“A kurtisane? For vampires? Nei, she was such a lovely woman.”

“No, not a courtesan. She provides a necessary service. Would you prefer they feed on the citizens of London instead?” Tilting her head, Elspeth clucked her tongue. “Don’t be prudish, Andersen.” Then she stood. “Come. We have a delivery boy to question.”
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A SCRUFFY-LOOKING, skinny child, Scarlett’s delivery boy, scowled at Elspeth. “I didn’t do nothin’ wrong. Man paid me fair; three shillings. How was I to know he was some nutter?”

“You’re not in trouble, I just want to know about the man who asked you to deliver the package to Miss Lejeune. What did he look like? Did he give a name?”

“No name, but I knew him well enough. Right besotted fool for that tart that bleeds for the vampires. He’s one of them, though it’s hard to tell with their lot.”

“He is one of her clients?” Elspeth’s voice rose an octave. “A regular visitor?”

“Nah. Hangs about her house though, and I’ve seen him at her parties. Bit of an outsider to her circle, but you can tell he’s taken with the lady. Tall, dark hair, short mutton chops, but nothing special. ’Cepting his eyes. Green as emeralds they were, and looked all sparkly-like too. Most peculiar.” The boy kicked at a broken cog wedged in the cobblestones. “Can I go now?”

Elspeth nodded, and the lad raced off. She grabbed Lars’ arm and dragged him forward until they were both marching down the street.

While still walking, Lars yanked his arm out of her grip and demanded, “Where are we going? Did the boy say something important? Why aren’t we heading to the cab-stands? They are the other way.” He grumbled more complaints under his breath, annoyed Elspeth insisted on leaving behind the car. He suspected she tinkered with the engine again.

“I know someone who can provide us with pertinent information about our client’s guests, and she lives down the street. We need to see Madam Whitlock.” 

“Wait. Isn’t that the lady who doesn’t like you?”

“Yes.”

Stalking away, she headed down the street, brushing past a large man in a peacoat who growled a curse at her. She led a confused and still grumbling Lars to a small building at the end of a housing row where a stoic manservant answered their knock; he ushered them into a sitting room. The lady of the house, a willowy, elderly woman, looked up as they entered, her welcoming smile turning to a scowl when she recognised Elspeth.

“You! I don’t want to talk to you.” She rose and turned to leave.

Elspeth never flinched. “I need to discuss vampires.”

The woman slowly looked back. “She hired you, didn’t she? To find the creature that haunts her?”

Elspeth nodded as Madam Whitlock sat down in her chair, her back straight and stiff. “It’s her fault she’s in this predicament. Vampires are obsessive and unpredictable. I warned her away from that sort of business, but she didn’t listen. I should wash my hands of both of you.”

“But you won’t. I know you haven’t turned your back on your daughter, that you still watch over her via your little spies.”

With an exhale, Madam Whitlock slumped, her hands on her knees. “True. No matter how foolish she is in her dealings with her gentlemen callers, I cannot abandon her completely. Sit, tell me what you need.”

Elspeth smoothed her skirts as she and Lars made themselves comfortable in wingback chairs. Lars shrank into the fabric, more than willing to let Elspeth do the talking.

“Do any of her paramours seem a likely suspect to you?”

Madam Whitlock shook her head. “If this had occurred a few months ago, I would have said yes, but that particular gentleman is out of her life. Good riddance, too, yet I can’t say any others spring to mind.”

Elspeth leaned forward, a gleam in her eye. “Does this former beau have a name, or perhaps green eyes?”

“My spies referred to him only by the initials JM; they were reluctant to tell me more, frightened even. But his eyes were blue, not green, and as I said he has not been around for months. Scarlett broke the affair off after a disagreement.”

“He’s not the one connected to the package, then.” Elspeth slumped back in her chair. “A shame. A jilted swain would be the perfect culprit.”

“What do you know? Do you already have a suspect?” Madam Whitlock’s sharp tone jolted Elspeth out of her disappointment.

She blurted, “The creature in question has dark hair and strange green eyes.”

“That’s not much.” Madam Whitlock frowned. “As you know, many vampires have odd-looking eyes; a trait of their kind. And green’s not an uncommon colour. But I believe there is one such beast that lurks about her gatherings. A Mr. Longhurst.”

“And where can we find him?”

Madam Whitlock shrugged. “I don’t know. I’m uncertain Scarlett would either. He comes and goes as he pleases. Randolph Beechworth might, though. He introduced him into the circle.”

“Now, that one I know where to find. I did some investigative work for him regarding an old murder case. Thank you, Madam. I appreciate the help.” Elspeth jumped up, dragging Lars to his feet and rushing them out of the house.

As they exited to the street, the sound of footsteps on the cobblestones echoed behind them. Turning, the pair came face-to-face with the burly, peacoated man who had cursed at them.

“What did you want in there? Sticking your nose in when it don’t belong?” His loud voice attracted looks from passersby, who took pains to avoid the confrontation.

Lars sidled backward, looking for a place to run, while Elspeth stood her ground, but even she looked uneasy.

Still, she issued a challenge to the brawny man. “What business is it of yours?”

“It’s plenty of my business. You stop asking questions about Scarlett Lejeune!”

With a nasty grin, he shoved Elspeth into Lars and they both stumbled to the ground. Elspeth’s satchel slipped from her shoulder to the cobblestones as the man grabbed her arm; she promptly kicked the man in the right shin while whipping out a pistol seemingly from thin air. Lars gasped as Elspeth scrambled to her feet and pointed her weapon at the scoundrel.

Shaking and angry, she snapped, “What I do is none of your business. I don’t take kindly to threats, so if you don’t want a bullet, run back to whatever sewer you slithered from!”

The man backed away, eyeing the gun. Across the street, a woman screamed. The assailant spooked and took off, half-running, half-limping, and shouting curses as he fled. Elspeth lowered the weapon and retrieved her satchel.

“I’m glad you scared him away.” Lars pushed his trembling hands in his pockets and babbled, “What was that all about? Did someone send him? What did he mean, threatening us? We’ve barely begun to investigate!”

Elspeth sighed. “Someone sent him, I suspect, but it is strange. Perhaps we’ve ruffled some feathers—oh, drat it all, we should have tried to question him! Too late now, I suppose.” She idly waved the gun.

Lars frowned. “Where exactly did you get that pistol?”

“Wouldn’t you like to know?” She slipped the gun into her bag and viewed the surrounding people, now staring at her and Lars.

“Come, Andersen, we can’t whine over lost opportunities or dilly dally. We have a vampire to see. Also, we best leave before someone thinks to summon the police.”
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AFTER TAKING A CLATTERING steam tram to St. James Street, the pair gained entry to a fashionable townhouse and were escorted into Randolph Beechworth’s parlour. The shipping mogul and vampire beamed at his guests.

“So wonderful to see you again, Miss Heyward. Do you have news of our case? And who is this fine gentleman?”

“This is Lars Andersen, my new consulting partner, but we are not here about our matter. This is another case entirely.”

“Really? Most interesting. And pleased to meet you, Mr. Andersen. Have a seat and tell me the reasons for your visit.”

Lars and Elspeth seated themselves in straight-backed chairs across from their host, trying not to stare at the corners of the cramped room. Crowded into the small space were shelves, stands and tables all displaying mechanical automatons: birds, bears, drummers, metal wonders and toys of all shapes.

“Do you like my collections?” Randolph asked. “Such clever little things, don’t you think?”

Lars fidgeted, unsure what to say, while Elspeth focused on Beechworth, waving her hand.

“Yes, yes, they’re lovely, but we’re not here to chitchat. We’ve come on crucial business.”

“Such a serious tone, but so be it. So, what do you need and how can I assist you?”

“We’re trying to locate a vampire that goes by the name Longhurst. We were told you introduced him to Scarlett Lejeune’s circle of acquaintances.”

“Ah, yes, that young pup. Charming enough, but short on certain manners. He was originally quite amusing, which is why I asked him to join us, but he became tedious company. Annoyed everyone with his obsession over Scarlett—wait, is this about her letter-writing pest? She mentioned something at our last gathering.” Randolph thrummed his fingers and frowned. “Do you suspect Longhurst? I assumed that miscreant was her... but I suppose Longhurst is capable of something so gauche.”

Lars frowned and suddenly blurted, “If this fellow was so irksome, why didn’t Miss Lejeune mention him to us?”

Elspeth scowled, but Randolph laughed. “Not the least surprising. She wasn’t annoyed. Scarlett considers him a harmless devotee. I daresay she’s flattered by his attentions while dismissing him utterly. Besides, he stopped coming to her soirees a month ago.”

“Well,” Elspeth interjected. “I’d say he’s not harmless and we need to locate him. It’s not just letters anymore.”

“Oh, dear. He’s gotten nasty, has he? Not at all good.” Randolph grimaced and shook his head. “He had been renting a room in a house along Bridge Street but he left there. I have no idea where he might be now.”

“Blast. Do you know the address on Bridge Street? His landlord may know something.”

Randolph shrugged. “Not really, but it was a brick building with a door painted in a garish blue. Closer to Fleet Street. Sorry I can’t help more, but Longhurst shouldn’t be hard to find.” Beechworth smiled. “He’s bad at staying out of sight. An odd duck, for a vampire.”

“Odd, what is odd?” Lars quivered, imagining the worst.

“More of a lamb than a lion. Doesn’t like violence. Likes to mingle with humans. Very shy and meek. I expect he won’t give you much trouble when you find him. Not like some of our kind.”

Lars relaxed. Good. Still, I hope Elspeth has wooden stakes in that satchel of hers.

As if reading his mind, Elspeth abruptly stood. “Thank you for your time. We shall follow up on the information you gave us.” She held out a hand, and with a touch of surprise and appreciation, he shook it.

“I hope you clear things up for Scarlett. She doesn’t deserve to be harassed.”

Lars and Elspeth took their leave, heading to Bridge Street via tram.
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“WE’VE BEEN WALKING for hours,” Lars whined and rubbed his back. “I need a rest.”

“It’s been ten minutes. Fortitude, man! We have to scour the entire street if we’re to find the rooming house.” As Lars groaned, she added, “We can lunch out afterwards. Perhaps some roast beef or fish? With some tea cakes to end the meal.”

The thought of a sumptuous lunch stifled Lars’ complaints. He imagined succulent roast beef and drippings, carrots, fresh bread, and possibly a boiled potato with butter. Then sweet tea and delicate cakes. He licked his lips.

Perhaps we can even charge it to our client as an expense.

Lost in the dreams of his stomach, Lars followed Elspeth meekly, scanning the houses and buildings for the elusive blue door. However, by the time they had found the house, he had a decidedly less enthusiastic frame of mind. He wanted more of a good soak in the tub than lunch, even though his stomach rumbled.

“This has to be the place.” Elspeth yanked the bellpull that creaked on gears and triggered a discordant clang until the door opened, revealing a scowling, mealy-faced woman.

“What do you want, then? I ain’t buying nothing, mind, ’specially to one who disturbs my peace.”

“We’re looking for a man named—” 

“Go away!” The woman tried to shove the door closed but Elspeth pushed back, forcing her way inside. Lars slipped in behind her.

Shrieking, the landlady waved her arms in a panic. “Go away! I won’t say nothing. I ain’t no snitch. Roddy ain’t done nothing. You’ll get your money.”

Elspeth and Lars stared at her antics, with Elspeth exclaiming, “Who’s Roddy? And what money?”

The woman stilled. “You ain’t bill collectors?”

“No.” Hands on hips, Elspeth scowled. “We’re here to ask about one of your former tenants, Mr. Longhurst. We don’t give a pittance about Roddy or whatever money he owes.”

“Oh. Well, that’s different. Should have said from the start, that.”

An exasperated sigh tumbled from Elspeth, while Lars mumbled to himself, “We tried, if you’d bothered to listen.”

The landlady ignored them, continuing, “So what do you want to know about that Longhurst fellow? He left a while back.”

“We are trying to locate him. Is there a chance he left a forwarding address?”

“Nah, though he mumbled a bit about Red Lion Square. He knew people there, I think.” She grinned. “But he left some things behind in his room. You’re welcome to them, for a price.” She held out her hand. “Three pence and the parcel is yours.”

“Outrageous!” Lars blurted, his frugal nature indignant at the extortion.

But Elspeth said quietly, “Pay her.”

Scowling, Lars dug three pence from his pocket and reluctantly dropped the coins in the woman’s palm. He made a mental note to add it to expenses.

She clutched the money, cackling, and hurried from the room, returning a few moments later with a scruffy bundle wrapped in brown paper. She handed it to Elspeth, who tucked it under her arm before she and Lars departed.

“Come, Andersen. I promised you a lunch. And then home to inspect our prize.” She waved the parcel with a smile.
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BACK IN THE SITTING room, stomach full of roast beef, carrots, fried potatoes, and raisin tea cakes, Lars sipped a cup of tea as his partner tore into the brown paper to reveal the contents of their purchase. A brick-a-brack assortment of oddities spilled out over the table, including a daguerreotype in a red leather case, a silver pocket watch, a small crank handle and two cracked gears, a few playing cards, a receipt, a folded piece of paper, and a bottle containing the scant remnants of a blackish liquid.

“What a peculiar collection of items.” Lars blinked at the hodgepodge over the rim of his cup.

“Yes. Curious what people acquire and abandon.” Elspeth moved the bottle to one side and picked up the receipt and the folded paper. Her eyes lingered on the daguerreotype before she opened the case. She studied it, her expression inscrutable, before closing it with a snap.

“Well, that is a coincidence. A somewhat disturbing one. Longhurst may have a history of harassing women.”

“What? What have you discovered?”

“This is an image of a murdered woman from 1850.” She waved the daguerreotype. “Connected to the case Beechworth hired me to investigate.” 

“Do you think Longhurst is involved in that murder?” Lars looked at her quizzically. “Or perhaps he was looking into the case for Beechworth as well? As a friend?”

Elspeth shrugged but said nothing further, only reading the receipt.

“Hmmm, this is an invoice from a tailor on Bedford Row. But not a recent bill. More coincidences, interesting.” Elspeth tucked the statement in a pocket and unfolded the other paper. “Oh, here’s a letter, at least the start of one.”

She read aloud: 

“‘I implore you, Miss Lejeune, to change your mind, and reconsider. Your rejection has caused me no end of pain and anxiety, and forced me into a most untenable situation. I fear what I may have to do. You must listen to reason, must accept, otherwise... I don’t wish to do these things, but I have no choice, no choice.’”

Elspeth stopped reading and looked up. Lars set down his cup, and the pair stared at each other.

Lars asked, “Is there more?”

Elspeth shook her head.

“Obviously a draft, or letter he did not send, but I believe this confirms Longhurst is our man.” She tossed the letter back on the table. “We must read the other letters sent to our client. At the very least, we’ll be able to compare the handwriting.”

“Indeed. Do you think he has moved back to this Bedford Row?”

“Perhaps. Or perhaps he went elsewhere.” Elspeth glanced at the daguerreotype again and picked it up, stroking the leather before tucking it beside her in the chair. Then she picked up the bottle. “I think this may be more useful in locating our obsessive vampire. If it is what I think.” She popped the cork and gave it a sniff, her face crinkling into distaste. “Exactly what I thought. Blood balm.” She stoppered the bottle and set it down.

Confused, Lars asked, “How can that help us locate Mr. Longhurst? And what is blood balm?”

“It’s a calming tincture favoured by a few vampires. Said to curb the cravings for blood, though most eschew the practice. The remedy comprises bloodwort, vervain, and camphor mixed with opium. Only one chemist in the city sells it, and I think we can persuade him to give us information on Mr. Longhurst.” Elspeth tilted her chin and relaxed her shoulders. “We can pay him a visit tomorrow after we call on our client.” Then she rose, grabbing the daguerreotype. “I have some research to conduct, so take the rest of the day off, Andersen.” She nodded and stalked out of the sitting room.

Lars stared after her before shrugging and ringing for Willoughby. He finished his tea as the automaton clanged into the room.

“You needed something, Mr. Andersen?”

“Yes, do you think you prepare a nice basin of warm water and Epsom salts so I can soak my aching feet?”

“Indeed, sir, but perhaps a hot bath with Epsom salt would be better? And some more tea?”

“Oh, that sounds heavenly.”
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THE CRISP MORNING PUT a vigour in their step as Heyward and Andersen arrived and knocked on their client’s door the following morning. A thin, dour-faced footman ushered them inside to see Miss Lejeune. She greeted them from a plush red velvet chair, not bothering to rise.

“I have the letters and the gift over there on the table.” She waved a hand.

Lars sniffed at her ill-mannered behaviour, but Elspeth ignored their client and made a beeline to the assembled papers. Slipping Longhurst’s scrap of a letter out of her pocket, she compared it to one of the missives sent to Scarlett Lejeune.

“The handwriting is similar, Andersen. I’d have to conduct a detailed examination to be conclusive, but Longhurst is our likely culprit.”

“What? Wait, you know who has been doing this?” That made Miss Lejeune spring from her chair. “Tell me!”

Elspeth did not reply, picking up the doll, and leaving Andersen to dole out explanations.

“We believe a vampire named Longhurst to be behind the threats. He was a guest at your parties for a time and may have become obsessed with you.”

Scarlett stared at Andersen, her expression a mix of frown and incredulity. “No. Longhurst? That makes little sense. A timid little creature, if I recall. Why would he...” She bit her lower lip and sat back down.

From beside the table, Elspeth entered the conversation. “Not who you were expecting then?” Scarlett Lejeune bent her head, curling her fingers. Elspeth smiled. “Never mind, it’s no matter now. But there’s more to Longhurst than appearances, I think. We’ll find him and get to the bottom of his reasoning.” She turned the doll over, staring at the mutilation. “I would keep a trained man close, for protection, though.” Then she tucked the doll and the pack of letters into her satchel.

“Wait, you can’t take those!” Scarlett snapped at Elspeth, half-rising from her chair.

Elspeth ignored the protest, smiling sweetly and replying, “I’ll need to do a detailed examination of these items. When I’m done, they’ll be returned.”

“See that they are!” Visibly annoyed, Scarlet sat back down.

“Well then, do you have any other questions?”

Miss Lejeune scowled at Elspeth and shook her head.

“Good. We have another inquiry to make, so we’ll take our leave. Come, Andersen.” She stalked out, leaving a confused Lars to hurry after her. When they were back in the mechanical carriage and chugging down the street, Lars ventured a question.

“Why such a brief visit? Surely you had more questions for our client?”

“I did, but she’s hiding something. It’s doubtful we’ll get the answers we need from her. I suspect there’s more to the matter than what she’s told us, Andersen. Who sent that man to warn us away? Longhurst or someone else? We must seek the truth ourselves.” Elspeth veered sharply around a stray dog as Lars yelped and grabbed the door for support. Horns and shouts followed their wake. “Hopefully, the chemist we’re going to see will provide some insight.”

They arrived at the chemist shop, parking in a narrow alley, and entered a stark, but cosy interior lined with shelves full of bottles and boxes. A jovial, robust man stood behind the counter, sporting a stained, off-white apron over a tweed suit. Elspeth wrinkled her nose, but held her tongue over her distaste for the man’s fashion sense.

“Mr. Burgess. Hard at work I see.”

The man’s face drained of colour and his hands shook. “You! Please, I don’t want trouble. Last time...” He shuddered. “No more trouble.”

“Then answer my questions and I’ll be on my way.”

“What do you want? I can’t supply you with anything. Not again.”

“I’m not after your black market potions, although that trade has to do with why I’m here. I’m looking for one of your customers. A vampire named Longhurst. He buys blood balm.”

Mr. Burgess bristled. “That’s not illegal to sell.”

“It isn’t, but I don’t care about the legality of your trade, only the person you are selling to, Burgess. Now kindly check your records and tell me where he lives.”

“Then you’ll leave?”

Elspeth nodded, and Burgess scurried to a cabinet to shift through his records. 

“I have a customer named Longhurst and... ah, he has a regular weekly morning delivery. He lives in Clerkenwell.” He scribbled on a scrap of paper and handed it to Elspeth. “That’s the address.”

“Thank you. Have a good day, Mr. Burgess.” She left the shop followed by Lars and returned to the alley. Two scowling men leaned against their vehicle. 

“You two don’t learn, do you?”

Elspeth stepped in front of Lars. He noticed her hands trembling; his nerves quivered as well. Yet, she smiled, as her fingers reached into her satchel.

“If you would be so kind, gentlemen, to allow us to pass?”

The shorter, thinner man stepped forward as Elspeth pulled something shiny from her bag.

“You were warned to stay out of—” 

Elspeth punched him twice in the face with her knuckle-dusters, rattling his teeth and cracking his nose. A third blow to the side of the head dazed him as Lars shouted, “Watch out!” The second man lunged at her, before tripping over Lars’ cane and careening into his friend, who smashed his head against the wall; they both collapsed on the cobblestones. 

Elspeth shouted, “Run for carriage!” and stamped her boot into the second man’s face several times as Lars cranked the mechanical vehicle into life. Then she hiked up her skirts and hightailed into the passenger seat as Lars slid behind the steering wheel. He gunned the engine, and they backed out of the alley, tires squealing, roaring away from the groaning men on the ground.

“Good work there, Andersen, taking out that assailant.” Elspeth gunned the carriage, eager to put distance between them and the would-be attackers. Lars gripped the door, knuckles white.

“I’m glad it worked. It was all so quick. You went, thwack, thwack, and the other rushed... I reacted... didn’t think.”

Elspeth nodded. “Good instincts. But we’ll have to be more careful in future. These men either followed us or knew Longhurst well enough to know where we’d look for information.” Lars tightened his grip on the door and they drove the rest of the way to Clerkenwell in silence.

Idling outside the address, Elspeth mused, “Not the best neighbourhood. I hope the carriage is still here when we return.” She turned off the vehicle, reluctantly leaving it on the roadside; she and Lars hopped out with a quick check of the street. As they approached the building, Elspeth slipped on a crucifix and pulled a silver dagger from her bag.

Waving it, she said, “Just in case.” Then she knocked on the door. A tall, dark-haired man with shining emerald green eyes answered.

“Can I help you?”

Elspeth narrowed her eyes, and her mouth flattened into a thin line. “Mr. Longhurst?” When the man nodded, she added, “We’ve come regarding Miss Scarlett Lejeune.” Then pointed the dagger at him.

Paling to near translucent, Longhurst moaned and dashed back into his home, leaving the front door swinging open on its squeaky hinges. Elspeth chased him, leaping over the chaise lounge, skirts flying, and tackled him to the ground. Lars fled inside as well, shouting, “Have you smoked your socks?” and slammed shut the door. He stood, gawking, as Elspeth straddled the vampire, the silver dagger at his throat.

“Don’t think you’ll get away! I want answers. Now!”

“It wasn’t me!” Longhurst squirmed under Elspeth’s weight, but didn’t try to escape. “I’m not the one you want!” 

“Poppycock! You wrote those letters!”

“I—I did. But—but it’s more complicated. Please let me up and I’ll explain.”

Scowling Elspeth stood, letting Longhurst clamber to his feet.

“Tell me why you’ve been harassing Miss Lejeune and sending her threatening letters and packages.”

“I’m not the one you’re after.” Longhurst ran his fingers through his hair and backed away from Elspeth, who still brandished the dagger. “I mean, I wrote and delivered the gubbins, but he made me. It was James Mo—James. It was all him. He’s the one obsessed with her. Not me. He told me what to write. I was his spy, his errand boy.” He rocked back and forth on his heels. “I didn’t have a choice. He threatened to tell—” Longhurst flopped down in a chair. “He’s the one obsessed with Scarlett. She rejected him, but he doesn’t take rejection well.”

Lowering the dagger, Elspeth curled her lip. “So, that’s what she’s been hiding. Is this James a vampire as well?”

Longhurst nodded.

“Then get on your feet. We’re taking you to see Miss Lejeune, where you’ll confess. Then perhaps I’ll get the truth out of her as well.” Elspeth waved her weapon.

“No, I can’t! If he finds out—” 

Elspeth dashed over and yanked Longhurst by the ear, pulling him from the chair, the dagger pressed to his throat. “Oh, you’ll go.”

“You don’t understand. He’ll know. I can’t tell her.” Longhurst whined and wiggled, but again didn’t attempt to escape. “I won’t leave with you.”

“Really?” Elspeth yanked his hair again, dagger tight against his throat, dragging him with her towards the door. Longhurst mewled but capitulated.

“Are you certain this is a good idea?” Lars asked, scurrying after the pair. “He’s still a vampire. How are we going to force him? And I don’t fancy riding in the car with an upset vampire. Even this one.”

“He’s high on blood balm, Andersen. You can see it in his eyes, pupils wide as tea saucers. One of the reasons it’s not widely used, as it suppresses reflexes and vampiric powers. He’s little more than human now, but still susceptible to a vampires’ weaknesses.” She pressed the blade against his skin to prove her point. “Do you feel the tingle on your skin, Longhurst? Silver is poison to your kind. Nasty way to die.”

He whined again. “Alright, I’ll go, but he’ll make me pay, make us both pay.”






***
[image: image]







BUNDLING A RELUCTANT Longhurst into the mechanical carriage and tooling through London, the odd trio arrived at Scarlett Lejeune’s and knocked on her front door. Awaiting entry, Lar’s nose twitched, the scent of lavender in the air. Movement of a shadow caught his eye, but at that moment the door opened and the footman glared officiously.

“Ah, you again. Do you have an appointment?”

Elspeth returned the glare with equal intensity. “No, but please inform Miss Lejeune we have apprehended one scoundrel responsible for her problems, and need to speak with her immediately.”

The footman ground his teeth but ushered them inside. A cold blast of air wafted in with them, and they all shivered.

“Please wait here, whilst I see if Madam is available to see you.” The footman rushed off leaving Elspeth, Las and Longhurst to stare at the walls in silence for a few minutes. 

On his return, he announced, “Madam will see you. Follow me.”

Traipsing after the servant, they found Scarlett sitting in the same velvet chair. She gave them curious looks as they entered.

Elspeth shoved Longhurst forward. “This miscreant has something to tell you.”

Standing before Scarlett Lejeune, head lowered, Longhurst spilled his story.

As he finished, her face flushed with anger. “So it was James. He swore he wasn’t—damn him! He was playing one of his damnable games again!”

“I knew you were hiding something!” Elspeth crowed. “I knew it. But why? If you suspected this man, why protect him?”

Miss Lejeune sniffed. “We, well, we had been on the outs. I hadn’t seen him in months after we had a row, and I thought it was over between us. I confronted him when the trouble began, but he convinced me he wasn’t involved. And if he wasn’t... well, it isn’t wise to hunt that man, or poke around in his business without cause.” She sighed. “I wanted to be wrong, wanted to believe he’d never hurt me. I never thought he could hate me that much.”

“I don’t hate you.” 

Shadows shifted, wafting another whiff of lavender scent, and a tall, older man emerged into view.

Longhurst shouted, “James!” and raced from the room as if the devil was on his heels.

James laughed and walked forward. “Surprise. Nice to meet you, Miss Heyward.” He held out his hand.

Elspeth marched forward and punched the man square in the face, snapping his head sideways and causing him to stumble backward against a settee. His face blossomed into a furious scowl and Miss Lejeune screeched.

“James, don’t!”

For a moment his anger remained steady until it disappeared like a summer rain, and he straightened, smoothing his jacket collar.

“Yes, I’ll allow her this one. I suppose I deserve it.” James smiled, a gesture more menacing than reassuring. “But you only get one, Miss Heyward, only one.”

Elspeth took a step back but didn’t entirely retreat. “Why don’t you explain yourself then, to avoid any more unpleasantness? I think you owe Miss Lejeune answers at the very least.”

“So forthright and righteous you are, Miss Heyward, but you are also correct. Explanations are due. Your meddling has seen to that.” James swept past Elspeth and sat in a chair opposite Scarlett. “I didn’t expect that, you know. You are far more tenacious than I gave you credit for.” He glanced at Elspeth. “I won’t underestimate you again.”

Elspeth glared but said nothing as Lars moved closer to the door. James turned his attention to Scarlett.

“This wasn’t about hurting you. After our spat and your rejection, I wanted to punish you, scare you. Make you see sense and come back to me for protection. But you went to her instead.” James waved at Elspeth. “So things didn’t work out as planned.”

Elspeth snorted. “Only a man would think a plan straight out of the penny dreadfuls could woo a woman. If you fought, wouldn’t it have been easier to apologise and make amends than engage in a ridiculous sham to appear the hero in her hour of need?” 

Scarlett laughed. “James doesn’t apologise. And neither do I, for that matter. We’re both stubborn and proud.” She sighed. “I suppose it all was a bit ridiculous and escalated.” 

“I’ll say,” Lars interrupted. “You both put the owls in the moss. You need to stop these ridiculous games and solve your issues.”

Elspeth glanced at Lars. “Interesting.” She turned back to James and Scarlett. “What, exactly, are your issues?”

James scowled. “She refused me. How does a man get past that?”

“And why would I have accepted?” Scarlett snapped. “You demanded I be exclusive to you. Demanded! Why wouldn’t I refuse you? But that doesn’t mean I don’t care.”

“Ah.” Elspeth’s reply forestalled one from James. “Typical male arrogance. If you still want to work things out, Miss Lejeune, might I suggest you make him come to you on your terms? No more of these games.”

Scarlett stared before smiling. “You’re right.” She turned back to James. “If you want me to be yours exclusively, then ask me! I won’t be ordered around like one of your lackeys or intimidated. Present yourself like a gentleman.”

James glowered, stunned at her audacity, before rising. “I will consider your terms. And return later today with a more appropriate proposal.” He nodded to all three and left.

Scarlett smiled, glancing at Elspeth and Lars. “Well, we shall see what happens now, won’t we? I thank you for your diligence and your advice.” She reached into a small purse and withdrew a ten-pound note. “This should be more than adequate to cover any expenses incurred.” 

Elspeth took the money and passed it to Lars, who giddily tucked it in a pocket, envisioning steak for dinner, or at least a full cupboard of groceries. 

Elspeth nodded at their client. “I thank you for the interesting case, Miss Lejeune, and good luck with James. I think you can do better, but good luck.” Then she and Lars took their leave.

Outside Lars asked, “That’s it then, we’re done? Does that James fellow pose a danger to her? He seemed quite... unpleasant. Aren’t we obligated to see that she’s protected?”

“Not in the least. She paid us to find her stalker, and we did. She’ll not thank us to keep interfering in her love affairs. Besides, I think we’re better off out of it. As you said, James is an unpleasant sort of vampire. Best stay away from him, yes?”

“Oh.” Lars swallowed thoughts of sharp fangs racing through his mind. “Put that way, perhaps you’re right.”

“Indeed. A closed case is best. Can you take the car home alone, please? I have one more errand to run.”

Lars nodded, confused, but Elspeth said no more, only hurried off to catch the next tram.
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A CHEERY MAN USHERED Elspeth in to see Randolph Beechworth, who raised his eyebrows at her in exaggerated surprise.

“Miss Heyward. Back again for more information? Alas, I have nothing new.”

“We’ve closed the case, Mr. Beechworth, to Miss Lejeune’s satisfaction. I’m here on a different matter. In fact, this case may have handed me the information you wanted me to find regarding the murder of Grace Morris.”

“What?” His demeanour changed from jovial to dangerous in an instant. “You know who killed Grace?”

Elspeth took a breath, reaching into her satchel and withdrawing the daguerreotype. She handed it to Beechworth. “That is a picture of Miss Morris. It was in the possession of Mr. Longhurst. I also uncovered evidence that he was familiar with Bedford Row where she lived, and Red Lion Square where her body was found, as well as an indication someone recently blackmailed him. Given his obsessive nature, you may wish to investigate his connection to her further. I would do it myself, but I doubt I would get very far in questioning him after our recent encounters.”

Beechworth’s expression darkened, and his grip tightened on the picture. “Thank you, Miss Heyward. Rest assured, I will find the link between Longhurst and Grace. And the truth.”

Elspeth nodded and smiled. “I’m certain you will. If he was involved, he needs to account for his actions.”

Beechworth nodded. “I’ll investigate thoroughly, and take all appropriate actions. Longhurst will pay, if he’s guilty.”

Reassured, Elspeth left. On her way home, she picked up an evening edition of a newspaper and entered the sitting room in good spirits. Lars shot her a glance but didn’t ask where she had been. Elspeth flopped in her chair and unfolded the newspaper.

“Let’s see what the city’s been up to, shall we?” She scanned the front page with relish and Lars relaxed. Then she tossed it away with an angry flourish.

“Not again! That damnable Sherlock Holmes has snagged another mention for a case! Are we ever to be rid of that man?”

Lars sighed and poured her a brandy.
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