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LARS SIPPED his tea and read the newspaper after breakfast, revelling in the delicious memories of eggs and sausage. This morning, Elspeth exhibited an uncommonly good mood, engrossed in the latest edition of one of her arcane periodicals. All was well in his world.

Until a loud knock echoed from the front door.

Lars muttered, “Once, just once, can't I have a peaceful morning?” He peeped over at Elspeth. She hadn’t seemed to notice, but she glanced up when Willoughby ushered in a tall, stately gentleman whose dark hair had precisely the right amount of distinguished grey at the temples.

Willoughby bowed, his usual clanking diminished due to a new brand of joint oil. “A potential client, ma’am; Mr. Simeon Potter.” Willoughby moved closer, handing Elspeth a square of pasteboard. “His card.”

Elspeth squinted at the cream-coloured card with gold lettering embossed with the words, Simeon Potter, Mortician. She flashed the card at Lars before tucking it into a pocket and replying, “What brings you to us, Mr. Potter? You don’t seem the sort to court trouble.”

“I’m not here for myself, exactly, but my charges. Some of them have, well, disappeared.” He coughed awkwardly. “And then reappeared. Sometimes missing a head. Indeed, my corpses have become, well, quite animated.”

Lars stared, incredulous, but Elspeth leaned forward, a fire of excitement in her eyes. 

“What do you mean, animated?”

“I mean walking, moving, blundering about. Everything a corpse shouldn’t be doing. Particularly if they lack a head. A head, I might add, they possessed when they arrived at my mortuary.”

Lars trembled. “Are you saying you’ve been infested by the...” His voice dropped to a hoarse whisper, “Undead?”

Mr. Potter shook his head. “Not in the truest sense, no. From what I observed, they are merely being controlled by something. My assistant was the first to witness the phenomena. A body sat up from its table and then walked out of the building. He was in near hysterics afterwards.”

“Corpses are leaving the funeral home? Of their own accord?” Elspeth's face beamed with ardent joy.

“Indeed. Macabre puppets manipulated by magic of some sort. But it doesn’t last long. Yet, that isn’t what worries me the most. What happened to the heads and the cadavers that didn’t return? It is most vexing and disgusting. Even more upsetting, I’m not the only establishment that is missing a few bodies.” He sighed and lowered himself into the nearest chair, a plaintive expression creasing his face. “Can you help?”

Elspeth leapt up and paced in front of the fireplace, prattling, “Perhaps, perhaps. An intriguing case, to be certain. I’ve read of several recorded cases of the reanimated dead, although in those instances they retained their heads.” She whirled to face her guest, her brow furrowed. “When did you start experiencing the phenomenon? And what of the other locations? Did they start suffering their odd occurrences around the same time? Is it widespread across the city, or localized?” She peppered him with questions, then frowned. “Where did you say this was happening?”

Mr. Potter looked confused, but seized on the last inquiry to answer. “I’m in charge of a workhouse mortuary in Bethnal Green. The problem does seem to be confined to the general area with the workhouse, the hospital asylum, and a church graveyard.”

“Interesting.” Elsbeth flopped back down in her chair with a poof of her skirts. “A localized phenomenon will make the investigation easier. We shall have to inspect the mortuary’s bodies as a first step.”

Relief flooded Mr. Porter’s expression. “So, you’ll take the case?”

“Of course. Our fee is nine pounds, plus expenses.”

“A bit steep.” Mr. Potter wrinkled his nose. “But I suppose I cannot be choosey, considering.” Money changed hands and Mr. Potter departed, with the curt admonition, “I will expect your visit promptly at two.”

“Well, this became a much more interesting day.” Elspeth sipped her cold tea and grimaced. “Needs brandy.” She set the cup down. “We’ll need equipment. A sample kit, my spectral goggles, the residue detector, and possibly a few wards. Think on it, Andersen, we’re spending the afternoon in a mortuary! I’m so excited.”

Lars made a disagreeable face. “Not my idea of a pleasant time, but at least we should be able to pay the accounts this week.”
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AT PRECISELY two o’clock, Elspeth pounded the brass door knocker at the mortuary and Mr. Potter escorted them inside.

“I’ve put the defiled bodies in the front here, three in all. There were others, but they’ve since been interred.”

“I see.” While Lars and Mr. Potter stepped back, Elspeth cranked the residue detector into life, the hum of its mechanics sizzling and snapping. She stalked around the corpses laid out on tables, flourishing the detector and studying the fluctuations of its needle. “Others have been buried, you say? How long has this been going on?”

“A month now, at least.”

“How many bodies in total?” 

“From this mortuary, eight missing, seven returned. But there have been seven other cases, and of those, only five have come back.”

“Three corpses are still unaccounted for, interesting. What was so important about them, I wonder?”

Elspeth shut down the detector and slung it over her shoulder. One by one, she rolled away the shrouds covering the cadavers, stopping at the only headless corpse. “I see only one has no head.” Leaning closer to examine the neck where it had been severed, she asked, “How many of the returned bodies were lacking their heads?”

“Half. Six in total. The other five have been buried. The one on the table is recently deceased.”

“Most curious.” She stared at the severed neck. “Have you observed where the head was cut off? It is very clean, but doesn’t seem surgical. What’s your opinion, Mr. Potter?”

“I surmised an axe. I’ve seen similar wounds on limbs.”

“Quite so. An efficient method, but not a professional one. So perhaps a medical motive is not the reason for this unusual body snatching. I shall need more.”

Pulling her sample kit and spectral goggles from her satchel, Elspeth bent over each cadaver in turn and examined the corpses. She hummed as she scraped skin, snipped locks of hair, clipped nails from fingers and toes, and syphoned a sample of any remaining saliva from their mouths with an eyedropper; she tucked away every bit of matter in her kit for later analysis.

“Now what do we have here?” With a small spoon, she scooped a glob of shimmering emerald goo from inside a dead man’s nose. Lars made a slight choking noise. 

“Not mucus.” She switched a dial on her goggles. “Oh, definite magic residue. A promising lead.” She slid the goo into a glass vial, tucked it away, and closed the sample case.

Pushing the goggles onto her forehead, she nodded at her client. “I have some intriguing samples to analyze, but at first glance, this doesn't appear to be the work of amateur practitioners. They are generally more careless, leaving obvious traces behind. I would wager whoever did this is quite skilled.”

Wringing his hands, an agitated Potter grimaced. “You think this is a deliberate act? No chance it’s simply a random supernatural occurrence? Not one of those unfortunate leaks of magic?”

“Those sorts of leaks leave a distinctive trace. There’s no evidence of that here. The detector showed an altogether different frequency of supernatural energy. There’s a person behind this.”

“I see.” Mr. Potter stumbled to a chair and sat down. “That is most disconcerting.”

“Has anyone been seen lurking around these last few weeks? A stranger, or someone out of place, who didn’t belong here?”

“Not that I’m aware. Most people avoid the mortuary unless they have business here, or are in our employ.” He sighed. “But I will make inquiries of my workers to make certain and ask at the other sites involved in this dreadful mess.”

“I have a question.” Lars suddenly piped up. “Fifteen bodies have gone missing over the last month, but nothing in the papers, and you’ve made no mention of outraged families. Why?”

“None of the vanished corpses had much family to speak of. The mortuary was robbed of paupers and vagrants; the asylum, deceased inmates no one claimed. The graveyard did have some vanish where family members could have created a fuss, but they reburied their returned corpses quickly, so no one suspected.”

Elspeth frowned. “A clever and careful sort then, this body snatcher.” She packed her sample case into her satchel. “I think that should be enough for a preliminary visit. I want to get those samples analyzed. How long before these bodies are buried?”

“The headless corpse will be interred tomorrow, without his head, poor fellow. The other two are scheduled for the day after that.”

“That’s acceptable. If I need more samples, I have time. Now, if your interviews with your fellows yield more facts, let me know, and if there are any more incidents, call me immediately. Come, Andersen.” She turned to leave, then whirled back around. “Oh, I may wish to talk to someone at the asylum and the caretakers at the graveyard. Can you arrange that if necessary?”

Mr. Potter nodded. “That shouldn’t be a problem.”

Elspeth and Lars left, walking back to their mechanical carriage and stopped dead in their tracks as soon as the vehicle came into sight.

“What in the deuce!” Elspeth hissed, as her partner stared wide-eyed. “Is that a headless body in our rear seat?”

“It is, oh my, it is!” Lars’ voice trembled.

Elspeth dashed forward and poked the corpse. It fell, its neck stump resting on the back of the driver’s seat. Lars peered over her shoulder.

“Well, that isn’t the one from the mortuary, is it? This one is fully clothed.” Lars ventured a closer inspection. “At least it’s remaining dead. Not moving at all.”

“Indeed, Andersen.” Elspeth gave him an odd look.

“I wonder how it ended up in our vehicle? Should we summon Mr. Potter?”

“No, Andersen, we should not. An opportunity has fallen in our lap. We shall take the corpse home for further study.” Wheeling around and dashing to the storage compartment, Elspeth snatched up a blanket and hastily covered the body. “Get in the carriage, Andersen, and drive! Before someone notices us!”

She pushed her partner into the driver’s seat, before climbing in herself, and they chugged off for home.
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WITH WILLOUGHBY’S assistance, they carried the corpse to the sitting room and arranged him in a chair by the window. Elspeth covered his legs and torso with the blanket, the blood-encrusted neck stump sticking up like a flagpole.

Lars sighed at the sight. “At least he doesn’t smell.”

Elspeth sniffed. “You’re right. He should be ripe. Why doesn’t he smell?” Leaning over to study the severed neck, she exclaimed, “There’s more of that green goo smeared over the cut and on the skin. I must collect more samples and analyze them at once.”

Willoughby and Lars slowly backed out of the room, leaving Elspeth to her work, and retreated to the kitchen.






An hour later, Elspeth Heyward wandered into the kitchen. “Did you move the headless man? He’s not in the sitting room.”

The question startled both Willoughby and Andersen, who were discussing the weekly food allowance. Specifically, whether they would have enough money to buy two loaves of fresh bread or should settle for one stale loaf and some day-old cake.

Lars turned a sickly shade of pale and made a small noise with his tongue. “What do you mean he’s not there? I haven’t touched him. Willoughby?” He looked at the automaton, who shook his head. “You must be mistaken. Perhaps he fell over?”

Elspeth snorted. “I would have noticed a corpse on the floor. I left to do my analysis and when I returned, he wasn’t there.” She paused, frowning. “If you two didn’t move him, the poor fellow must have wandered away on his own. We should initiate a search at once!”

“Do you think—” Andersen’s voice stopped mid-sentence and a look of fright transformed his expression.

“What is it?” Elspeth asked. Then she sighed. “The headless man is standing behind me, isn’t he?” At Andersen’s nod, she turned to see the decapitated, reanimated corpse holding an Enfield revolver and a bottle. Elspeth backed further into the kitchen and the headless corpse followed for a few steps.

Then she gasped. “He’s stolen some of my brandy!” She resonated with outrage. “How dare he?”

“He has also stolen a gun,” Lars pointed out, his voice shaking with fear. “Perhaps slightly more important.”

Elspeth snorted. “Pish posh. How will he hit anything? He can’t see.”

As if he heard her—despite lacking ears—the headless corpse swiftly raised the weapon and fired. The bullet sailed far to the left of them, ricocheted off a pot and embedded itself in the wall.

Willoughby wailed, “My good pot!” while Elspeth declared, “I told you he couldn’t shoot straight!” 

She then grabbed a cast iron skillet, whacked the gun out of the headless man’s hand, and snatched the brandy bottle from his clutching fingers. She kicked him in the knee, exclaiming, “I’ll teach you to steal my brandy”, and whacked him again with the pan, this time in the shoulders. The creature collapsed, and Elspeth promptly sat on him.

She looked up at Andersen. “Fetch some rope, man. We need to tie this miscreant up to stop his shenanigans.”

Andersen scurried away and returned post haste with a goodly length of rope. He assisted Elspeth, trussing the wiggling, headless body and helped her drag him back to the sitting room, before they both collapsed into chairs.

“Willoughby!” The screech of Elspeth’s voice brought the clacking wheeze and hiss of the butler into the doorway.

“Yes, ma’am?”

“Bring some glasses for the brandy.” She waved the rescued bottle she still clutched in the air. Behind her came a faint thumping from their prisoner. “And then go check on the rest of the stores. Make sure that beast of a creature didn’t harm any of the other bottles. And my sympathies for the damaged pot.”

“Very good.” With an audible creak, the butler bowed slightly before leaving. He returned about fifteen minutes later with brandy snifters, which he placed on a table near Elspeth.

“I inspected the premises and found nothing amiss in the stores, save for an opened crate. I presume that is where he purloined the liquor, as there is a bottle missing. I also discovered the extra weapons trunk flung open, with only the gun absent, which I have now returned. I shall endeavour to add a sturdier lock to the trunk so this does not happen in the future.”

“Excellent! And a good idea regarding the trunk.” Elspeth smiled. “Now pour us some brandy.” She handed Willoughby the bottle.

“Haven’t we some open already?” Andersen interjected. "If so, shame to start another."

Elspeth shook her head. “I finished that off yesterday. Proceed, Willoughby.”

The butler opened the brandy and poured the aromatic liquor into the glasses, handing one to Elspeth and another to Lars. He then exited the room.

Miss Heyward swirled her drink and took a long sniff of its scent. “Ah, nothing like good brandy.”

“Indeed.” Andersen sipped from his glass, making less of a production of his drink.

“Even more so when it is a prize wrested from the hands of a thief.” She glanced behind her as more thumps could be heard from their bound, headless guest.

“Hmm.” Andersen frowned. “Odd that. Him having the brandy.”

Elspeth tilted her head. “Why? I should think anyone would wish to steal our brandy. It’s top quality.”

“Yes, but why would a headless man want brandy? He has no mouth.”

Miss Heyward shrugged. “Haven’t a clue. But the more important question is, how did he reanimate? He was dead as a doornail when we hauled him in here. Outside magic can’t penetrate my wards, so what happened?”

“Perhaps whatever brought him back to life the first time was still working? But had a short circuit, like Willoughby gets sometimes.”

Elspeth turned and stared at the wriggling, trussed up corpse. “You could be on to something, Andersen. What if this spell went awry? Even the best practitioners can muck things up. If that’s true... Oh, I need the residue detector!” She jumped from her chair, emptied her satchel onto the floor, and grabbed the machine, cranking it into humming life.

“My word! The body fairly dances with magic. Forty-two, no, forty-three on the Wakefield scale.”

“That is high. Shouldn’t it be dissipating? Were the corpse returning, I would have thought the spell would be wearing off and the traces much lower.”

“Indeed, they should be if—Andersen! That body wasn’t returning, it was leaving!” Elspeth dancing around the room. “What a stroke of luck. If we let the thing go, we can follow it straight back to the fiend who’s responsible!”

Lars frowned over his whisky. “But that doesn’t make sense. Wouldn’t it still have a head if it was leaving?”

“Oh.” Elspeth's expression shifted from joy to crestfallen in seconds. “You’re right. Then why the high traces? That doesn’t make sense either.”

“Perhaps it was lost?” Lars smiled. “Looking for its head?”

Elspeth turned and stared at Lars. “The head...that could be it. What if they’re still connected? If the practitioner botched the spell...maybe it was leaving, but for a second time, to search for its head.” She laughed. “That could be it, Andersen. We might still have a chance to track it!” She scuttled to her upended satchel and stuffed everything back inside before scurrying over to the flopping corpse. “Come help me untie him, and we will begin.”

Lars moved, if reluctantly, to stand beside Elspeth. “Is this wise?”

“It is the most prudent move to push the case forward; my analysis turned up very little. Think of it as an experiment. Now hold this blasted wriggling body down so I can loosen these knots. My word, Andersen, were you a sailor at some point in your life? These things are deuced difficult to untie.”

Lars grasped the shoulders, pinning the body in the chair as Elspeth loosened the ropes, and they freed their struggling guest from his bondage. The corpse scrambled to his feet, and Elspeth gave him a light shove towards the hallway and the front door, following close behind and steering him away from the walls. He stumbled forward at a steady pace, and once outside the townhouse, Lars and Elspeth chased him into the street.

Being the late afternoon, the lack of bustle in the streets prevented a panic, but several people ran or screamed as the headless creature blundered over the cobblestones, headed...somewhere. Lars glanced around, his nerves dancing, hoping the police wouldn't show up and arrest them all.

Lars frowned, watching the headless corpse weave off the footpath and into the road before it returned and lurched forward, scattering bystanders. A dapper gentleman shouted, “Keep away”, while waving his arms, and a woman screamed before swooning against her escort. Another couple screeched and retreated into a storefront archway, and several men stumbled into the street. 

“Perhaps this wasn’t such a good idea, Miss Heyward.”

“Nonsense, Mr. Andersen. This is important detective work and scientific research. We must follow that cadaver to the perpetrator!” Elspeth hiked up her skirts, stepping lightly around strewn rubbish, and trailed after the shambling body.

Ten minutes and many shrieks later, Lars’ nerves were frayed to near breakdown, and his lungs strained from the chase, but thankfully no police had yet arrived. Elspeth's shout caught his attention, snapping his gaze back from glancing over his shoulder.

“That’s Queen Square!” She pointed to a beautiful landscape area as they rushed past. “Wait, can it be? Is he headed... Yes, I think he’s going to the Great Ormond Street Hospital.”

“He’s a bit late for a hospital. Being already dead and all.” Lars huffed, seriously out of breath. He then bumped into Elspeth, who had pulled up short to let a steam-powered hansom cab and a rather noisy and ramshackle mechanized cart rattle by on the road.

“Oh drat! Where did he go? Did you see which way our quarry turned, Andersen?” Elspeth glared as if it was Lars’ fault. “He was there by the corner and then he wasn't.”

“Perhaps he entered the building?”

“Perhaps. Let’s find out.” Elspeth strode across the street, up to the hospital entrance and knocked vigorously. The door creaked open and a stern-looking matron peered out from the dim interior. “Is there something you’ve come to inquire about? A patient?”

“Not a patient, but we are searching for an animated, headless corpse.”

The nurse blinked, before gently answering, “This is a children’s hospital. You should inquire at Bedlam about headless corpses.” Then she shut the door in Elspeth’s face.

“Well, that was quite rude.” Elspeth spun around. “But it doesn’t appear that our quarry is floundering near the hospital. Where could he have gone?” She looked about wildly, as if the creature would suddenly manifest. Reaching into her satchel, she pulled out the residue detector. Waving it at the door, the machine registered nothing, nor did it raise any alarms as Elspeth paced the street. When she crossed the road, however, back in the direction they came, the gauge needle rose sharply. Elspeth turned the corner, walking down the street a few steps, before the needle dropped again. “What the deuce? Our quarry obviously came around the corner instead of crossing the street, but then what? He vanished or—the mechanized cart! Oh, the audacity. Snatched up under our noses by the villains.”

Lars tapped her shoulder. “Then we should be looking for that, yes?”

“Indeed, Andersen, but where?”

“Considering it was a Lamb & Sons Company transport, perhaps we should start there.”

“Indeed. It’s time to trudge home to regroup.”
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“WHAT? IT’S closed.” Elspeth glared at the garish sign declaring the closure, ignored it, and pounded on the door, shouting, “Open up!”

“I don’t think anyone will answer you,” Lars remarked. “The building appears to be boarded up, and it looks like it’s been that way for some time. Weeks, perhaps months. It seems we’ve driven halfway across London for nothing.”

Elspeth stepped back, surveying the property. “You’re right. Interesting. Then why is a vehicle of a shuttered business running around London, involved with headless corpses?”

“It was probably sold. Or stolen.”

“Then why didn’t the new owner repaint it? Why keep the Lamb & Sons Company name? I suspect a deliberate ruse to lead us here to a defunct business. Perhaps a grudge against this company?” She whirled with dizzying speed. “Come, Andersen, we have research to do.”

She strode to their mechanical carriage, Lars following her with an exaggerated sigh. Before arriving here, they had already spent a half an hour scouring Elspeth’s trade directories to find Lamb & Sons Company; the thought of more tedious reading made his stomach churn. He slid into the passenger seat, surly, and held on for dear life as Elspeth sped through the city, gasping as they narrowly avoided accidents twice. They didn’t return to their home as he expected, instead travelled to a less respectable part of London and parked in a dingy alleyway beside a decrepit brick building.

“Where are we?”

“At an old friend’s shop,” Elspeth replied. “He’s a collector of sorts. He should have what we need, so we needn’t waste our time perusing through unrelated material.”

They hurried into the establishment, a strange little bookstore, and a jingle of a bell announced their presence. Elspeth greeted the white-haired gentleman at the counter heartily.

“Evans! Are you well?”

The man grinned. “Ah, Miss Heyward, always a delight. I am in excellent health, thank you for inquiring. What brings you here today? Need a book on witchcraft or spirit possession? Or perhaps something on demonology?” Then he tilted his head at Lars. “Who is your friend?”

“My partner, Lars Andersen.” She glanced at him. “And this is Mr. John Evans. The proprietor of this establishment.”

Lars nodded politely. “How do you do, sir.”

Evans raised an eyebrow. “Do I detect a Norwegian accent?”

“Indeed, sir. An excellent ear.”

The man preened slightly. “Thank you, Mr. Andersen.” Then he turned back to Elspeth. “What do you need?”

“Nothing esoteric, I’m afraid. We’re after something a bit more mundane. The history of a company, one Lamb & Sons.”

“Oh. Not so mundane, I think.”

Excitement lit up Elspeth’s expression. “Why? Does it have a history?”

“I won’t spoil the surprise. You’ll find the records upstairs, on the right, the row against the wall by the window, the third shelf from the bottom.”

“Excellent.” Elspeth swished her skirts as she dashed forward to the stairs, only to pull up abruptly, nearly causing Lars to careen into her; he stopped on his toes and flailed his arms to avoid a collision. Elspeth turned to address Evans again. “However, if you have any books on corpse reanimation, I might be interested.”

Another raised eyebrow, but Evans only replied, “I’ll see what I can do.”

Then she bounded up the stairs, with Lars on her heels.

Lars gaped in amazement at the upper floor of the shop, rows of bookshelves and cases crammed in every conceivable space, with only narrow pathways to wind between the stored volumes and periodicals. They squeezed through, moving to the far wall by the grimy window to find the indicated shelf. Elspeth scanned the books and then gave an exclamation of triumph.

“Here’s what we want. The very thing!”

She held up the book for Lars to see and he read the title, The Complete Compendium of London Businesses, Their Founding and Their History, 1880-1890.

“Amazing. Someone wrote such a tome?”

“Oh, indeed. That is the wonderful aspect of this shop. The wealth of obscure works on the strangest of subjects.” She hefted the book and tucked it under her arm. “Well, it’s back downstairs to purchase this gem.”

With a smile on her face, Elspeth navigated the tight passageways past the bookshop to return to the lower floor. Lars trailed her, shaking his head at the absurdity of English publishing.

“I found the very thing, Evans. Thank you.” She plunked the thick, heavy book down on the counter with a thump.

“I thought that might be the one.” He picked up another book and placed it on top. “Renwick’s Guide to Understand the Full Complexities of Necromancy. Not as comprehensive as the title suggests, but an excellent reference, nonetheless. Shall I ring up both purchases?”

“Yes, please.” Elspeth nodded enthusiastically, pulling out the money to pay for the books as Evans recorded the sale. Lars stared morosely, not only for the unexpected expenditure of cash but also in the knowledge of which book study would be tasked to him. He had a boring evening ahead reading the business facts regarding Lamb & Sons.

A return to the mechanized carriage, and another wild ride through the London streets, had Lars clutching books and the carriage door simultaneously while trying to keep his heaving stomach in place. He said a small prayer of thanks when they arrived home and Elspeth parked.

They tromped to the sitting room, where they found, much to Lars' delight, a luncheon tray laid out, along with a pot of tea. Willoughby stood discreetly to one side. “I thought a late afternoon meal would be in order.”

Lars deposited the books on the settee, eagerly filled a small plate, and picked up his steaming cup. He settled into his favourite chair, balancing his food on his knee and sipping the liquid. Elspeth also took some food and flounced down into her chair. Willoughby made a discreet exit.

“Ah.” Lars savoured the taste of the Darjeeling and nibbled the edge of a sandwich. A smile lit his face. “Anchovy paste, delightful.” He gobbled it in three bites and tried the next. “Cucumber and cream cheese. Delicious. Oh, Willoughby, he always knows what I like.”

“Yes, Willoughby is a wonder in the kitchen.” Elspeth chewed her sandwiches a bit more daintily but also with a certain gusto of enjoyment. “And we must keep our strength up. But it’s back to work after the tea.”

Lars’ mood soured, thinking of the tedious reading ahead of him until Elspeth surprised him.

Then Elspeth added, “I think you should tackle Renwick’s Guide, Andersen, and I’ll go through the Compendium. Your education of supernatural matters does have some gaps and it might do you some good to expand your knowledge.”

After their meal, Elspeth retrieved the books, handing Renwick’s Guide to Lars and settled in her chair with the voluminous Compendium.

Lars opened his book, a musty smell tickling his nose, distracted as Elspeth flipped through pages and tapped her foot; he glanced at her when she exclaimed, “Here it is, Lamb & Sons. Oh heavens, it has a lengthy section indeed.”

“Interesting. Mine has illustrations.” Lars tilted his head at the intricate depiction of a vivisected corpse. “Rather lurid ones.”

“Oh my!” Elspeth sucked in her breath, and for a moment Lars thought she reacted to his comment, before realizing she found something lurid of her own.

“What is it?”

“It seems Lamb & Sons were a very naughty bunch, knee-deep in the ignominious practice of dark magic. I wonder...” She chewed a lip before turning her attention to reading.

Lars shrugged, knowing he'd get no more information until she was ready, so he settled in to learn the fine art of necromancy.
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“THAT’S IT then!” Elspeth shut her book with a thwack, startling Lars, who was a third of the way through his Guide, thoroughly convinced the dead should stay dead, and the author was a ghoulish soul.

Lars marked his place with a scrap of paper, closed the book, and asked, “What did you find?”

“A scandal, Andersen, a veritable scandal.” She jumped to her feet, rattling the table. The half-drunk teacups took a tumble and Lars fumbled for napkins to sop up the mess before it dripped onto the rug.

Elspeth shook her skirts and dislodged some crumbs. “Not a whisper of it made the papers, or reached my ears. And my sources are far more reliable than those rags that dole out our news, I can tell you. It must have involved powerful people, if such events did not make the newspapers.” She leaned forward to place the book on a dry part of the table and then flopped back in her chair. “No doubt a premium sum was paid to keep it quiet.”

Lars’ interest was piqued. He loved a good scandal. “What happened?”

Elspeth smiled. “Lamb & Sons was nothing more than a sham for a family of dark magic practitioners, and their acolytes, who dabbled in dubious things, from summoning imps and hellspawn to casting curses for a price. The trouble is they weren’t good at it. Authorities shut them down at least twice before this current closure, once for losing control of an imp, and once for mishandling a curse that got the wrong man killed. Both the man’s family and their client took them to court for damages.”

“Goodness, they sound like dreadful people.”

“More incompetent than dreadful, but certainly not upstanding citizens. After the lawsuits, Lamb & Sons started manufacturing widgets, but they were still practicing their old arts, and, again, their errors cost a life.”

Lars stared, mouth agape, thoroughly invested in the story. He gasped, “Who? Who was killed?”

“No full name, only identified as ‘Mr. C, the son of a prominent citizen.’ That could be anyone from a respected banker to the son of an earl.”

“Indeed. Very mysterious. What happened?”

“The Compendium wasn’t very clear on that point. I suspect the author knew more than he divulged in the book, but no doubt he’ll take that knowledge to his grave. However, the whole situation raises some interesting possibilities regarding our current case.”

“How so?”

“Well, it can’t be a coincidence that Lamb & Sons, a group of dark arts practitioners, has a connection to our would-be necromancer. I believe someone from that group is up to their old tricks.”

“That makes sense, but who? Does the book name the people involved?”

“The Lamb family, yes. And a few of their trusted employees. But they had quite a few acolytes, dabblers I suspect, who aren’t named. Probably more prominent individuals.”

“So, our first order of business is to track down the Lambs?”

Elspeth nodded. “The patriarch, Cecil Lamb, and his two sons, Rupert and Frederick, went to jail. They should still be incarcerated and easy to question.”

“Who else?”

“Five of the named employees, and a daughter, Della Lamb.” Elspeth replied. “We shall begin tracking them down in the morning. But tonight, we’ll study the necromancer’s art and have some supper. Does that sound agreeable?”

Lars nodded. “As long as we don’t talk of necromancy during supper. That would throw off my appetite quite thoroughly.”
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THE NEXT morning, after a quick breakfast, Elspeth and Lars trundled across London, to Newgate Prison. Slipping bribes to a prison guard at the gate and then the warder found Elspeth and Lars sitting in the Keeper’s House talking to Cecil Lamb.

“What do you two want, then? If you’re Church folk come to save my soul, you’re wasting your time.”

Elspeth snorted. “Hardly. We’re investigators looking into unlawful practitioner magic, possibly connected to your family.”

Cecil laughed. “What’re you thinking? I’m running a scheme from inside Newgate? Like I could. Dead broke I am. Can’t even scrape together enough to bribe these guards for a decent bottle of liquor.”

“We’re not interested in you, or your incarcerated sons. But there are others who managed to stay out of the gaol.”

“Now why would I snitch on them?”

Elspeth pulled a bottle of brandy out of her satchel. “For a bottle of liquor. The good kind.”

Cecil Lamb chuckled. “Well, that’s different.” He grabbed the bottle out of Elspeth’s hand and caressed the glass. “Don’t owe them nothing, anyway. If you’re looking for a practitioner, find my daughter Della. Her fault I’m here, her and Claude—that fellow of hers. Both of them conspiring, causing that accident.”

Lars murmured under his breath, “Ah, our mysterious Mr. C., perhaps.” Elspeth jabbed him in the ribs when Cecil glared at them.

“It was all her fault. She’ll be the one you’re looking for.”

“And where can we find your daughter?”

“Ain’t got a clue.” He hugged the bottle and nodded at the warder. “I’ll be going back to my cell now.”

The warder escorted them out, turning Lamb over to a guard and walking Elspeth and Lars to the gate. On the way out, a guard stopped them.

“If you’re looking for those involved with Lamb, try the leather shop on Oxford. Wilmer Black mentioned it the one time he visited Rupert Lamb.”

They nodded their appreciation and left. 

The remainder of the morning unfolded into a flurry of visits with various registrars searching for information. They returned home for luncheon in possession of vital details and a hearty appetite.

Willoughby served them some cold pork with biscuits and cheese, followed by a fruit tart and a nice glass of sherry. They ate in the kitchen, and as they sipped their wine, reviewed the morning's findings.

“Let’s eliminate Cecil Lamb and his sons from our suspect list.” Elspeth swirled her sherry in the glass, and swallowed her last bite of fruit tart. “But his suspicions about his daughter look promising.”

“Indeed. She is moving up our list of suspects with that one employee dead, poor soul, and another locked up in that dreadful place, what did you call it, Bedlam?”

Elspeth nodded. “And yet another sailed off to the wilds of Canada.” She sipped her sherry. “That leaves Wilmer Black, Fred Burke, and Della Lamb. Whereabouts currently unknown, although we must check out that guard’s lead about Oxford Street.”

Not a task Lars was averse to, as he was in need of a new pair of gloves. He finished off the last of his tart and wine feeling pleased and looking forward to the afternoon.






With full bellies, the pair chugged onto Oxford Street, easily finding the address of Wilmer Black’s possible employment. Elspeth stalked up to the counter, full of vim and vigour, as Lars lingered behind her, perusing their stock of quality gloves.

Elspeth squared her shoulders, demanding, “We are looking for one Wilmer Black. Does he work here?”

The clerk frowned. “Is there a problem? Why are you asking about my employees? Who are you?”

“We are investigators. Wilmer Black is a suspect in a case. if you would kindly—”

“You are an investigator?” the man interrupted, his voice incredulous.

Elspeth bristled, her tone clipped as she answered. “Indeed, I am, and if you don’t want to court trouble, you will answer my inquiries this instant! You may be employing a criminal!” 

“Preposterous! I do not believe it. Mr. Black abides by the law.”

“Ridiculous! He is a—” 

“Excuse me,” Lars spoke up, circumventing Elspeth’s possible tirade and a deepening of the dispute. “I think it is quite admirable of you to protect your employees, and quite right of you to question our credentials. However, we are consulting detectives, engaged on a private matter. We simply want to ascertain if your employee may be involved. If he isn’t, he has nothing to fear.” Then he held up a nice pair of leather gloves. “Also, I’d like to purchase these gloves.”

The clerk glared at a now silent Elspeth, but considered Lars’ words. “I may have been too harsh, my apologies. Bring those gloves to the counter. I’ll ring them up and tell you what I can. As long as I feel you don’t mean harm to Mr. Black.”

Lars obliged, replying, “We are simply after the truth.” As he made his purchase, the clerk said, “Wilmer Black works here and is a fine employee, despite his past. He’s put all that behind him now, so whatever you’re investigating, I assure you he is not involved.”

Elspeth frowned, interjecting, “Was he working here yesterday?”

“He was. Came in that morning. Worked all day save the hour he took for lunch. But that hour he spent in the pub across the street. You can ask there if you don’t believe me.”

“That won’t be necessary,” Lars replied, taking back the conversation. “Wilmer Black was here until close of business?”

“Yes. We close at six sharp, but he stayed later and helped me do some inventory.”

“Well, that settles it then. He’s not our man. He can’t have been here and driving a cart at the same time.” Lars turned to Elspeth. “Don’t you agree?”

She nodded, as disappointment flooded her face. “Come, Andersen. We are done here.”






Bundled back into the mechanized carriage, Lars at the wheel, they sedately wound their way home through London traffic. Elspeth hunched in her seat, mumbling to herself.

“That leaves Fred Burke and Della Lamb. Our elusive quarry. Where did you hide yourselves? Can it be a coincidence you have both disappeared? Or perhaps...” Elspeth sat upright. “Perhaps they are working together.”

“A bit of an assumption, that,” Lars remarked as he applied the brake to avoid colliding with another vehicle that passed them recklessly.

“Possibly, but we should consider it. On the whole, most people are not difficult to locate. Yet, in this situation, we have two parties vanished without a trace. No record of addresses, name changes, employment, taxes. A coincidence, or something more? Decidedly a question we need to answer.”

“But if there are no records, how do we find them?”

Elspeth slumped again. “I— Wait! There is one place we neglected. We never checked the records of the Children’s Hospital. The headless man was headed in that direction for a reason. Why? Maybe his master works there!” Elspeth slapped her knee in triumph.

“Worth checking out, I suppose,” Lars replied while swerving to avoid running over a dog in the street.

“It is.” Elspeth relaxed with a smile, watching London whizz by as they travelled home.
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THE FOLLOWING morning, they awaited a guest, Elspeth having made a mysterious telephone call after breakfast. Lars sipped his third cup of tea, wishing he had eaten more sausages. He had planned to, but Elspeth had given him a look, so he left the last one for her. Now he watched her fretting, tapping her fingers on the arm of her chair.

“He’s late. Why is he late? Do you think he’s coming?” Elspeth pouted, staring at Lars, who sighed.

“You said ten, and it’s barely the hour. That’s hardly tardy. It’s probably that beastly London traffic.”

Before she could retort, a knock sounded on the front door. “He’s here!” The worry washed away from Elspeth’s expression.

A few moments later, Willoughby escorted a distinguished older gentleman into the sitting room. He removed his hat and overcoat but did not pass them to Willoughby, who had a hand outstretched. Instead, he folded the coat over a chair, sat and kept the hat in his lap. The automaton butler retreated with a puff of exasperation.

“So, Elspeth, what do you need?” The man cast a bored glance between Lars and Elspeth but made no effort at introductions.

Elspeth nervously plucked at her skirt and blurted, “A list of employees for the Ormond Street Children’s Hospital.”

Their visitor raised an eyebrow, but replied, “Not your usual type of request. A relatively easy task. Do you have my payment?”

Elspeth nodded and withdrew some bills from her pocket, handing them to the gentleman. He tucked the money in his breast pocket and rose, donning his coat and hat. “You shall have your list by this evening at the latest. I’ll send it by messenger.” He took his leave, not even waiting for Willoughby to show him out.

Lars gaped. “Who in the world was that?”

“Best you not know.” Elspeth smoothed her skirts. “And don’t fret over the money. I have a special fund for him. It needn’t be counted as expenses.” She sunk into her chair. “If our suspects are linked to the hospital, we'll have confirmation this evening.”

Lars nodded, unsatisfied, but letting the matter drop.

“There is one aspect of the case we’ve neglected. Where are our villains getting their supplies? You can’t wave your hand and raise the dead. I think a round of the chemist shops is in order today. And since we’ll be out, a luncheon treat as well. I’ve been eager to try one of those Oyster Saloons. They’re all the rage now. Have you ever eaten oysters, Andersen?”

“Once. I rather enjoyed them.”

“Good, then that’s settled. We shall dine later at an Oyster Saloon. Best tell Willoughby. Willoughby!” Elspeth shouted, nearly rattling the teacups, and had the mechanical butler hurrying back to the sitting room.

“Yes, Miss Heyward?”

“We will be spending this morning in London and dining out for luncheon. No need to prepare anything until supper. Or perhaps tea, if we return in time.”

“Very good, madame.”

Willoughby cleaned away the breakfast dishes while Elspeth and Lars headed off into the London streets.






“Five shops, and nothing.” A grumpy Elspeth huddled in her seat, arms crossed, pouting over their lack of success. Lars parked the mechanized carriage near their latest destination and remarked, “Perhaps we will have better luck at this place.”

“We’d better.” She huffed and scrambled out of the carriage in a flurry of fabric and lace, following Lars into the chemist. As with the past five shops, they were greeted by scowls.

“Not you. Whatever trouble you’re involved in, I want no part of it. This is a respectable shop.”

“Bah,” growled Elspeth. “Don’t play the ‘respectable shop’ with me. Answer my questions and we’ll be gone. Otherwise...” She let the implication hang with a glare.

“Fine. Ask.”

“Have you supplied anyone with asphodel lately? Especially if it was paired with mandrake and myrrh.”

He shook his head. “Not me, but...” The man grinned, then blurted, “Try the place two streets over. You know the one. Now get out.”

Lars and Elspeth hustled themselves out of the shop, and Elspeth’s mood lightened. They drove to the other chemist’s and entered with anticipation. Another scowling, surly proprietor greeted them.

“Not you two again. Can’t you leave a body alone to earn a living?”

Elspeth snorted. “We would if you earned an honest living. We need information. Cooperate and we’ll be gone.”

“The pair of you are always seeking information. Bloody pests, you are. What’re you after this time?”

“Someone buying asphodel, mandrake, and myrrh. We were directed here, so don’t lie.”

The chemist sneered. “Wouldn’t dream of it. But yeah, I sold those things. Ain’t against the law.”

Elspeth put her hands on her hips and glared. “Names.”

“Don’t have no names, just an address. Wanted them delivered to a house on Tottenham Court Road.” He scribbled on some paper and held out the scrap to Elspeth who studied it with a frown and tucked it into her reticule. 

“Come, Andersen. First we lunch, then we investigate this house.” She swept out of the store in a flurry of emotion, Lars hurrying to catch up. Then they sped away from the chemist’s, Elspeth at the wheel.
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COMING OUT of the restaurant, ready to head to Tottenham Court Road, Elspeth remarked, “An odd experience, but enjoyable. And I rather liked that American sauce they served with the oysters. What was it...oh, yes, Tabasco.”

“Too spicy for my taste. I preferred the lemon juice. But, indeed, we must come here again.”

They climbed into the mechanized carriage and sped off, Elspeth at the wheel.

“What are we going to do when we reach Tottenham Court Road?” Lars asked. “Knock on the door and demand answers?”

“Of course not.” Elspeth’s voice was curt. “I think surveillance is in order. Scrutinize the lay of the land.”

Lars glanced at her, wondering at her terseness, a worry nibbling at his thoughts. How long before she got bored and stormed the place, demanding answers?

On the short drive from Covent Garden Elspeth was uncharacteristically silent, but as they neared their destination she said quietly, “Keep an eye out for the house as we pass down the road. Then I'll double back and we can locate a secluded spot to watch.”

They located the property without difficulty—spotting the same Lamb & Sons mechanized cart they had seen earlier—and managed to find a sheltered common yard area to park their vehicle.

“I’m troubled, Andersen.” Elspeth glanced at her partner. “This house is so close to our home. If these are indeed our miscreants, how did I miss their activity? How have they been sneaking undead cadavers through our territory? This is most unsettling.” She sighed. “Have I gone soft? Lost my instincts?”

“Doubtful,” Lars replied, pondering her words. How would such a thing go unnoticed? “They must have some trick to it. Certainly the police would have been notified if corpses were walking down the street.”

“Hmmm, I suppose,” was all Elspeth said before lapsing into silence.

An hour followed with no activity from the house, and nothing more than light traffic and a few pedestrians. Lars was beginning to doze when a sharp rapping on the door startled him awake. He found himself face-to-face with a large irate policeman.

“Oi! No loitering about. Take your strumpet someplace else.”

Lars sucked in a breath as Elspeth's face flushed.

“Strumpet! How dare you!” Her voice screeched, hurting Lars’ ears. “I am not some strumpet, you addlepated gollumpus! Apologize for the insult this instant!”

The burly policeman stepped back, surprised and then scowled. “Strumpet or no, loitering ain’t allowed. As far as I’m concerned, you two are up to no good, and if you don’t vacate, I’ll arrest the pair of you!”

Before Elspeth could make the situation worse, Lars hastily replied, “Certainly, officer. We’ll go.” And then nudged Elspeth in the ribs, hard. With an oof and a scowl of her own, Elspeth climbed out of the carriage. The policeman laid a hand on his truncheon, but she ignored him and cranked the carriage motor to life. Both men relaxed, and Elspeth clambered back into the driver’s seat, driving away still fuming.

“The cheek of the man, assuming I was some lady of ill repute. The gall. The unmitigated nerve. I should have given him a sound thrashing.”

“Well, I’m glad you did not.” Lars took a deep breath, his heart racing. “I have no desire to be arrested.”

“Yes, that would impede our investigation.” She quickly glanced at him. “The only reason why I did not dress him down. Still, the gall of the man.”

“Of course,” Lars nodded, relieved she hadn’t pressed the matter with the officer, whatever the reason. So relieved, in fact, he didn’t even mind listening to Elspeth rant the entire ride home.

Willoughby was waiting for them on their return, and seeing Elspeth's mood, immediately fetched the brandy. Two glasses in, she mellowed into a gentler disposition.

“A decidedly quiet house, that place on Tottenham Court Road.” Elspeth swirled her drink, giving the alcohol a little sniff. “I suspect whoever is there leaves their nefarious doings until the cover of darkness.”

“If there are nefarious activities. We haven’t established anything.”

“Not quite. There was the Lamb & Sons vehicle secreted nearby.”

“I’d hardly call it secreted, badly parked, perhaps, but in plain sight.” Lars poured himself another glass of brandy. “But you are correct, that is indicative.”

“Yes, it warrants a second trip. This evening. With any luck we will catch them red-handed with the corpses, maybe even locate the missing bodies and heads.”

A rapping at the front door interrupted the conversation, and a few minutes later Willoughby appeared in the sitting room.

“A message has arrived for you.” He clanked over and handed Elspeth a thick envelope before departing.

“Oh, this must be the list of employees!” She eagerly ripped open the envelope, yanking out several sheets of paper. As she read, now engrossed in examining the names, Lars closed his eyes and lolled in his chair, sipping brandy and dreaming of oysters.

“I knew it!” Elspeth's shriek jolted Lars out of his daydream of a seafood banquet, and he jerked upright. 

“Here is the proof.” She waved the papers. “Fred Burke is employed at the Ormond Street Hospital and his address is listed as the house on Tottenham Court Road. Here is our connection, and here is our malefactor! Now we must catch him in the act and put a stop to this corpse-decapitating madness!”

Lars was too busy inspecting his shirt for possible brandy stains to reply, so he offered a grunt of agreement which satisfied Elspeth.

“A trip back to Tottenham Court Road tonight is definitely needed. But what to bring?” She tilted her head. “A gun, certainly. And the residue detector. Perhaps some dynamite?”

That got Lars’ attention. “No!” He squealed loudly. “I mean, that’s hardly necessary. Blowing up a house might be frowned upon by the authorities, and cause unintentional damage. If we wish to recover the still missing bodies.”

“I wasn’t planning on demolishing the house, silly, only whatever unholy sanctum they have for their iniquitous rites. But you’re right. Dynamite would be too unpredictable. Perhaps some cleansing potions instead. And we’ll definitely need burglary tools.” Her face lit up and Lars sighed.

“Why will we need burglary tools?”

Elspeth looked at him as if he were a child. “Breaking into the house on Tottenham Court Road will be impossible without them.”

“That’s what I was afraid of.” Lars gulped the last of his brandy, resigned to the upcoming adventure.
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HIS STOMACH churning with nerves, Lars now regretted his second helping of roast beef for supper as they parked the mechanized carriage, maintaining a discreet distance from the house on Tottenham Court Road. Lars stayed close to Elspeth while they crept up to the residence, their quarry no longer the quiet abode of the afternoon.

The lower windows of the place glowed with a soft, sickly green colour.

Elspeth excitedly whispered, “If that isn’t magic, I’ll eat my hat. And look, the Lamb & Sons cart is gone. I wonder if they’re off to fetch another body?”

Lars shivered. Burglary and now the possibility of walking corpses. The night continued to dish out hazards. But he did notice an issue with their plans. He touched Elspeth's arm.

“If the occupants are home and active, how will we break in unnoticed? Shan’t we get caught?”

“Hmmm. That is a conundrum. I had hoped it would be quieter. Some reconnoitring first might be in order. See that narrow alley. There may be a side door or delivery entrance that could prove easier than the front way. Come, Andersen.”

Elspeth and Lars hurried across the street and slipped down the alleyway to discover a small doorway at the back of the house.

“Excellent.” Elspeth whipped out her lock picks and made short work of opening the simple mechanism. She slowly pulled the door ajar while Lars prayed the hinges wouldn’t creak. With enough room to sneak inside, they entered, finding themselves on a staircase leading downward. Softly closing the entrance behind them, Elspeth rummaged in her satchel and drew out an odd-looking glass sphere.

Lars whispered, “What’s that?”

“A phosphorescent plasma globe.” Elspeth gave it a shake and the strange sphere ignited to give them a feeble light. With the softest of footfalls, they descended to find themselves in a small room partially filled with coal and wood.

Elspeth frowned. “An odd sort of coal cellar. Not the usual type at all, but...” She glanced at Lars. “It would be perfect for smuggling corpses inside.” Then she spotted another door. “Ah, I’d wager that one leads upstairs.”

They hurried over and discovered the door unlocked, and yet another staircase, this one ascending. Climbing, they found themselves inside the house proper, exiting into an empty kitchen. Upon leaving that room, they witnessed traces of the telltale glow leading them toward the front interior.

With a secondary light source to guide them, Elspeth again gave the sphere a shake and extinguished its radiance, before tucking it back in her satchel. “Follow that glow, Andersen.”

They traipsed through the corridors, ending their trek outside a set of large double doors. Elspeth gently pushed on the handle, but it refused to budge. She reached for her lock picks but stopped as they heard the roar of a mechanized engine nearby, too close to be passing on the street. They exchanged glances and hastily looked for somewhere to hide. A nearby room proved to be unlocked, so they secreted themselves within, cracking the door in order to spy.

Soon, they were rewarded with the sight of a gangly, slightly dishevelled man leading an obviously reanimated corpse along the corridor from the direction of the kitchen. The pair stopped at the double doors and knocked. A few moments later a woman appeared, and a bright green glow spilled out into the hallway, revealing a strange assortment of laboratory equipment and occult paraphernalia within.

The woman hissed, “Burke! Finally! What took you so long?”

“Had trouble controlling this one, Miss Lamb. Kept wanting to wander off.”

Lars and Elspeth exchanged glances, as Della Lamb’s shoulders slumped.

She said, “Again? That’s the third time. The ratios must be off in the formula.” She scowled. “Bring it in and let me examine it.”

As soon as the words left Miss Lamb’s mouth, Elspeth sprang from their hiding place, gun drawn, shouting “There'll be no more of these shenanigans. You’re both going to jail!”

Della Lamb slammed the doors with a horrendous bang, startling everyone. Lars shrieked, adding to the panic, and the corpse ran into a wall, knocking down Fred Burke in the process. Careening wildly, the animated body smacked a limb into Elspeth, who stumbled backward, staggered into Lars, and accidentally shot her gun, the bullet lodging into the ceiling.

Fred Burke raised his hands, screaming, “Don’t shoot, don’t shoot! I surrender.”

Elspeth managed to recover enough to point her pistol at Burke, while Lars watched the corpse lope down the corridor, running away from everyone.

He remarked, “The corpse is leaving.”

“Let it go,” Elspeth snapped. “We have more important things to deal with. Get the rope from my satchel and truss up this miscreant.”

Lars obliged, and he tied the man up, putting him in the room they vacated. Elspeth then pounded on the doors of Della Lamb’s lair.

“Open up this instant! Your partner is in our custody and you’re done!”

Her only answer was maniacal laughter.

Angered, Elspeth pulled out her lock picks and wrestled with the locking mechanism, managing to unlock it with some difficulty. Both Elspeth and Lars burst into the room to see a crazed Della Lamb standing there, surrounded by three twitching corpses on medical tables and holding a large bottle of viscous green liquid.

“I won’t let you stop me! One step closer and I will blow us all to kingdom come!”

Elspeth and Lars skidded to a standstill. Lars squeaked in fear, while Elspeth challenged the other woman, waving her gun.

“You’re bluffing! No doubt that container contains nothing more volatile than resurrection fluid. Nothing explosive.”

“Hah! I see you know some rudimentary magic, but if you were a true practitioner, you’d recognize the Harmonic Elements Serum. A variation, to be sure, but still dangerous. Keep your distance.”

Elspeth inhaled sharply. “You fool. That substance is outlawed for good reason. It is too unstable. It’s a wonder you haven’t destroyed yourself already.”

“Exactly. You wouldn’t want me to drop it now, would you?”

Elspeth took a few steps backward, lowering the pistol, and Lars scurried behind her, unsure what was going on. He’d rarely seen Elspeth retreat.

But Elspeth wasn’t surrendering. “What sort of madness are you playing at? Why in the world are you dabbling in such a dangerous elixir? Even at the height of your family’s ineptitude, they never went this far.”

“Don’t talk about my family!” Della Lamb screeched, the bottle in her hand wavering in a perilous manner. “They’re the reason I’ve resorted to these measures. Their incompetence led me here, trying to perfect resurrection. I warned them but they didn’t listen. And they killed him!”

Elspeth’s whole demeanour softened. “Killed who?”

“Claude. He was the gentlest soul. He came to us to learn about esoteric and occult ways; an interest of his. Not as a practitioner, but as a scholar. That’s why they sent him to me. I was the researcher, the academic in the family.” She sighed and then sneered. “I knew more than the lot of them put together. Not that they acknowledged that.” Della glared at Elspeth. “I bet you know how that feels.”

Elspeth nodded, and asked, “Tell me about Claude.”

“I was his instructor in the magic arts, and we fell in love. Of course, we knew it was impossible; he was far above my station, but still, we dreamed of running off together. That’s why he was there that night. To talk to my father about marrying me.” Tears welled in her eyes.

“He wasn’t part of it, you know, that botched summoning. They were always botching things, taking shortcuts. Claude came in at the wrong time and was struck down by wayward energy. They killed him with their incompetence!”

“I’m sorry for that.” Elspeth’s voice held genuine sympathy. “But I don’t understand how that led you here?”

“Of course you don’t. No one does. Not even Fred, although he was willing to help. I’m working on bringing him back. Resurrecting my Claude as he was. And I’m so close.”

“After all this time? Impossible! Decomposition would prevent any viable resurrection.” Elspeth snorted.

“Ordinarily, I’d agree with you, but that summoning energy had an odd side effect on Claude’s body. He’s perfectly preserved. Dead, but a preserved corpse.”

“Oh.” Elspeth tilted her head, a peculiar expression on her face. “That is an interesting opportunity. It could be a monumental leap in paranormal science if it could be accomplished. You say you are close. How close?”

“This is the culmination of my experiments.” She waggled the bottle slightly. “I’ve almost perfected it. The subjects have been responding to it, acting and behaving as fully functioning beings, but it doesn’t last.” Della licked her lips, a look of pleading in her eyes. “I need time to figure out the problem.”

“That’s amazing. I’d love to see your formulas. Perhaps you can show me and we—”

“Miss Heyward! We are here to stop her, not aid and abet her schemes!” Scandalised, Lars rebuked his partner, who had the sense to appear chastised. Lars then turned to Della Lamb. “And there’s no excuse for your ghoulish behaviour. Stealing corpses, indeed.” Then he indulged his curiosity. “Why did you steal the bodies?”

Della sniffed. “I needed subjects to experiment on, of course.” She stared at Lars as if he was an imbecile.

“Why take their heads?”

"Yes, that was a bit morbid, but I required time to study some of the subjects' brains."

Lars gulped, imagining the brain dissections, as Elspeth returned to the conversation.

“Andersen is right. No matter the heartbreaking reason, or the groundbreaking science, we cannot allow you to continue this corpse pilfering and mutilation.” She swiftly yanked up her gun. “It is time to end this.”

The sudden return and threat of the pistol startled Della, who jumped, tripping on her own feet. She flung her arm upward, the bottle slipping from her grasp and ascending into the air.

Elspeth screamed, “Run!” and yanked on Lars’ arm. Both raced out the open doors and reached the hallway before they heard the glass crash and break. Della Lamb screamed while Elspeth and Lars sprinted across the hall. They managed to dive into the room containing Fred Burke as the agitated chemicals and supernatural plasma combusted into a tremendous explosion. Elspeth slammed the door behind them before the blast rocked the house, the concussion rattling the walls and setting their ears ringing.

When the dust settled, Fred Burke yelled, “What the hell happened?”

Elspeth sighed, her expression dejected. “Your partner lost the standoff.”
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A DAY later, arranged in the sitting room after an early morning breakfast, Lars sipped a cup of tea, imagining the ways they could spend their client’s fee and expense money as well as the bonus they received.

Opposite him, Elspeth thrummed her fingers, waiting for the early edition of the paper to arrive. “An interesting case, if a rather tragic ending. Don’t you think, Andersen?”

“I suppose, and it is sad about Miss Lamb being killed. I’m happy the client was pleased with the outcome. I thought for certain the police involvement at the end would have caused problems.”

“We did hush things up, and he and the other morticians got their remaining corpses, as well as the heads, back. Even if some were in pieces.” She shrugged. “Nice of them to give us that bonus for cleaning up the scandal.”

“Yes. I’m glad the police were sensible about that. I suppose once Burke confessed to bribing officers, they saw enough reason to be more than amenable about hushing up the corpse theft.”

“Indeed, so sensible to cover up their own corruption.” Elspeth snorted. “That explains why we had no reports of any suspicious activity.”

“True. But at least everything’s been resolved. The main perpetrator is beyond arrest, and Burke’s still charged with the illegal operation of a paranormal sanctum and endangerment of the public.”

Elspeth nodded, her face melancholic. “I suppose you are right. Burke wasn’t much more than an errand boy. Although I find it most regrettable about Miss Lamb and all her research. If only she had made better choices. What she might have accomplished. We shall never know her true brilliance.”

Lars scrunched his face. He did not agree with Elspeth's assessment of Della Lamb but was thankfully stopped from commenting by the timely arrival of Willoughby and the morning paper.

Watching the automaton clank across the room, Lars had a thought, and as Elspeth took the newspaper from Willoughby, he idly remarked, “I do wonder where that last poor dead fellow wandered off to, though. Not a sign of him when we searched the house. Not in the remainder of the home or the debris.”

“Oh.” A squeak came from Elspeth. “I believe I know.” She turned the paper around and Lars read the front-page headline.

“Reanimated Corpse Takes Tea at Covent Garden!” Lars nearly had a spasm. “Oh dear, that’s not good, is it?”

Elspeth shrugged. “It could have been worse. It could have been Westminster.”

Lars blanched. “Don’t even joke about that! What are we going to do?”

“Nothing. The situation’s been handled, and more importantly, we’ve been paid. Not our problem.” She settled down in her chair with the newspaper, only to shriek a moment later. “Damnation!”

“What? Are we in trouble?” Lars’ heart raced.

Elspeth ignored his questions, only shrieking, “Damn that man! Sherlock Holmes subdued our corpse! They’re hailing him as a hero!” She tossed the paper on the floor.

Lars watched Elspeth devolve into a sulking mood and sighed. He fetched the brandy decanter, pouring a glass for Elspeth. Then he poured himself another cup of tea and spiked it liberally with liquor.

It was going to be a long morning.











THANK YOU for reading this story and I hope you enjoyed it. Also, please consider taking the time to leave an honest review. Authors appreciate reader feedback. If you like to know more about me or my books, please drop me a line at my website, Welcome to Avalon.
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A FEW readers wanted to know what happened next in the Longhurst and Beechworth subplot from Shadow in Scarlet. I wasn’t able to work that into this story, but I’m giving away a free scene explaining Longhurst’s fate for readers that want to know.






You can check out the downloadable PDF here.

What Happened to Longhurst
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