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    CHAPTER ONE: 
 
    SPENCER 
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    As I walked along the path of the Midnight Garden, the magical oasis hidden within Highgate Cemetery, I found myself unable to shake the memory of how my companions had simply vanished before me.  
 
    One moment, the lot of us were complaining about the garden’s neverending walkways (that simply led a poor soul nowhere). Then I heard Pip announce something about a gate that had suddenly come into view (one I never saw myself) and the next thing I knew, we were barreling towards it! Moments later, the three of them simply disappeared into the ether—just blipped out of existence as if they’d never truly been there to begin with! 
 
    Now, the garden was eerily beautiful and its moonlit flowers gave off an ethereal glow, but the pristine sight brought me little comfort. 
 
    “Damn peculiar place, this,” I muttered under my breath. My footsteps echoed softly on the cobblestone walkway that seemed to stretch endlessly onward, weaving in and around, oftentimes back upon itself. But never leading to an exit—never leading to a way out of this godforsaken garden. 
 
    I couldn’t help but continuously replay the moment in my mind when my companions had departed. It was as if by doing so, I hoped to find some sort of sense in it—how Pip, Inspector Irritating, and Mrs. Whitmore had so deftly managed to cross through (presumably returning to Highgate Cemetery), as if they were swallowed up by the shadows themselves. And yet, here I was, still trapped inside this mysterious garden, without a thought in hell as to why. 
 
    “Philippa...” I whispered her name like a prayer, wondering (with considerable sadness) whether I should ever see her again.  
 
    “No, it will not do, old man,” I scolded myself whilst I shook my head. In rough situations, one must certainly retain one’s optimism, lest one simply crumple into a heap of odious tears. And I was not given to crumpling nor to crying. I would see my Pip, my Cap’n Cutthroat, again—at least, such was what I told myself.  
 
    As to the most radiant of creatures, I had carved the last instant I’d seen her into my mind in such intricate detail, one might assume I planned to later commit her likeness to paper.  
 
    Pip was most certainly a woman of enchanting allure, with hair as golden as sun-kissed wheat fields and eyes that rivaled the cerulean depths of a clear summer sky. She was a testament to elegance and refinement, a strange and delicate balance between innocence and allure. 
 
    In the last few seconds of the final moment I’d looked upon her, she’d been a vision in her fashionable gown, her hair cascading over her shoulders like a waterfall. I could easily recall the shuffle of her skirts as she walked upon the cobbled path, layers of silk and lace, shimmering in the dappled sunlight, almost as lovely as the lady, herself. 
 
    As was always the case regarding the woman, her presence ignited a fire within me, a longing that drove me to seek the ways in which I might be worthy of her affections. And, as of yet, I’d continuously drawn a blank regarding that most tenuous subject.  
 
    Although Pip’s allure was undeniable, her inner radiance was what had truly captivated me. Her grace and kindness were woven into her every gesture, a testament to her noble character. In her, I found solace and inspiration, a muse that stirred the depths of my soul. Were I a poet, I should have imagined my quill would never tire—penning verse day and night. 
 
    Truly, Pip’s presence in my life was the greatest of all gifts—one that illuminated the darkest corners of my heart, and I found myself endlessly grateful for the privilege of knowing such a wondrous creature. 
 
    But I was not the only one who cared for her; of that, I was quite certain. While I imagined I possessed more than one rival to the fair lady’s hand, it was the imbecilic inspector who concerned me most. Thoughts of the dullard only further frustrated me as I wondered: why should he be able to pass through the gates while I was left behind? Was there something about him—his unyielding and uncreative moral compass? His equally tedious opinions? His infuriating Scottish accent? What was the reason he’d been granted passage out of this hell while I remained stranded within? 
 
    And what of Mrs. Whitmore, a woman whom I knew not at all? Why the bloody hell had the garden released her? A more bland and uninteresting woman I could not imagine—but perhaps that was exactly the reason the garden had released them both—for it tired of their dullness. And yet Pip certainly did not fit that picture. Hmm, I was fresh out of ideas as to why this tedious garden made any of the decisions it did. 
 
    “Pip! Are you there?” I called out tentatively, hoping for some response, possibly a faint reply. But, as expected, nothing but silence answered me.  
 
    “Ah, well then.” I sighed and continued walking (for what else could I do?), the lush foliage providing no answers nor leads. A hedgehog interrupted my path so I gave the little fellow a quick punt with the side of my foot, launching him forthwith into a bed of daisies. If only some passing giant would show me the same courtesy—perhaps give me a nice boot on the arse, right out of this blasted garden. 
 
    Despite the beauty that surrounded me—and the day that had quickly turned to evening, the moonlight now streaming through the branches overhead, I couldn’t puzzle out the answer of why I appeared to be the only poor sot unable to pass through the gates. What secrets did this place hold, and why was I trapped here? Why in bloody hell had it chosen me? 
 
     “Perhaps it’s because you’re too charming for your own good, William Spencer,” I mused aloud, trying to make light of the situation. After all, my charm and wit had always been both a blessing and a curse. “Or perhaps,” I continued, the realization dawning on me, “there’s a reason why I’m the only one to remain trapped here.” At that thought, I stopped short and felt the weight of the world suddenly descending upon my shoulders. 
 
    “Is this Hell?” I pondered aloud, the last word hanging heavy in the air. “Am I damned to wander these paths for the rest of eternity?” Had I somehow died and this was my dire afterlife?  
 
    My tormented thoughts swirled like tendrils of smoke as I grappled with the weight of my own existence. Was I now confronting the repercussions of a life lived in the full embrace of depravity? Would I spend all eternity walking this garden, haunted by memories of excess, hedonism, and my own moral decay? Had my earthly transgressions cast me into a place where my soul would be forever confined to a purgatory of remorse? Bloody hell!!! I hoped not! Yet, the sensation of being ensnared in a web of my own creation left me paralyzed with fear.  
 
    A neverending destiny without any liquor to drink and not a blasted plump derriere on which to feast my eyes. Yes, this truly was Hell! 
 
    “Blimey, Spencer,” I chided myself with a wry grin as I forced my feet forward once more, “you’re becoming quite the dramatic fellow, aren’t you?” But even as I laughed off the thought, I couldn’t release the gnawing unease in my chest. 
 
    “Although,” I mused, “if this were truly my own personal hell, surely there would be some sort of painful torment in store for me?” Yes, a path that led nowhere was frustrating, certainly, but hellish? Not necessarily. And while I couldn’t say I’d ever been particularly fond of walking, it was not as if I felt any pain in my feet, nor was I hungry, nor had I any need to use the loo. So, all told, this was not my idea of Hell and I didn’t imagine I was being punished (except for my enduring inability to escape). 
 
    Certainly, Hell would at least include a few devils here and there, taunting me with their pitchforks? Or gilded serpents whose hisses sounded suspiciously like laughter? Imps with handlebar mustaches and French accents, engaging in slapstick routines with puns that could make a proper lady blush?  Or perhaps Vaudevillian performances featuring comedians trading quips with fire-breathing dragons, and contortionists twisting themselves into knots while reciting Shakespearean soliloquies in Latin? Or demonic opera singers harmonizing with a chorus of animated skeletons? The pièce de résistance of this infernal farce, of course, would have been the Great Banquet, with tables loaded with endless dishes of absurdities: exploding deviled eggs, self-carving roast turkeys, and fruit leaping from plate to plate. After all, the Devil is meant to have a wicked sense of humor, is he not? Perhaps the time had arrived for me to put on my monocle, tip my hat to my torturers, and prepare to be thoroughly pained as I embarked on this uproarious journey into the fantastical realm of my own personal Hell. 
 
    Or perhaps I’d gotten it all completely wrong and this garden was simply the source of the most terrible of dreams. Whatever it was, I was right sick of it.  
 
    “Blast, I’m right sick of it.” 
 
    I wandered deeper into the repetitively endless labyrinth of hedges and flowers, each turn revealing another path, each just as useless as the last. The garden was eerily silent, save for the distant rustling of leaves underfoot. 
 
    I knew that outside these walls, the world continued at its normal pace, although time within the irritating garden passed differently. While it might seem as if only twenty minutes had elapsed here, a whole day or perhaps even two might have occurred in the real world. It was a thought that caused me further concern—what if I managed to one day escape this wretched place, only to find my currently wrinkle-free Pip had aged forty years, while I, myself, still remained two and forty?(!)  
 
    I did not imagine that I could be attracted to a woman of two and eighty, although perhaps Pip would prove to be the exception to that hypothesis, such as she was in all other subjects? Hmm, it was a curious thought, to be certain—as I had no notion how the landscape of a woman’s body might appear at such an age. I’d had the most unfortunate experience of fastening my eyes upon a photograph taken of an old Zulu woman from South Africa (whom I assumed must have been nearly three hundred years old) at the British Museum and her breasts had dropped and stretched nearly to her navel, quite resembling a Swedish crepe. Never before had my manly regions been quieted so thoroughly as they were whilst looking upon that image. Yet, my Pip and a Zulu grandmother had so very little in common... 
 
    It was not long after walking down the latest cobbled pathway when I found it terminated into a sheer cliff that overlooked a small waterfall that filled a lagoon. I wondered what would happen if I simply decided to lob myself off the cliff and dive straight into the waters below, but later decided against it. Not because I was afraid of death, per se, but rather because the climb back up to my present position seemed a difficult affair. Additionally, I did not relish the thought of walking for the next however long while soaked to the skin. 
 
    So, I simply turned around and continued back the way I’d come. It was then that a swift batch of memories I’d witnessed earlier assaulted my psyche. Visions of lovers torn asunder, their stories etched into the very foliage that surrounded me. I didn’t know what this place was or why it existed, much less, how, but of one thing I was fairly certain—it had to do with love and courtship or the disillusion of the aforementioned. 
 
    Even as the thought occurred to me, it was followed by an image of a couple reuniting, their joy palpable even as they faded from my mind’s eye. Uncertain if these visions that assaulted my mind were mere illusions or the distinct echoes of the lives that had walked these paths before, I couldn’t help but wonder if my own feelings towards love might hold the key to my escape from this enchanted place. 
 
    “Is that why you’ve trapped me here?” I asked, addressing the silent trees that surrounded me. “To show me what I’ve been blind to all along?” It was true that I’d never loved a woman (and before you ask, dear reader, neither have I ever loved a man!).  
 
    The image of Pip flickered into my mind then, her golden hair catching the moonlight around her beautiful face. Hmm, was Pip the answer to my conundrum? Was it possible that I had fallen in love with the enchanting woman without even realizing it? Certainly, I knew I was quite taken with the lady—obsessed with her even (well, depending upon my mood), but love? Could it be possible that my wayward heart had actually fixed itself upon her as my life’s desire? 
 
    Was it possible that William Spencer, notorious philandering scoundrel, devilish cad, cheeky rogue, blackhearted reprobate... was it possible I had lost my heart? 
 
    “Pip,” I murmured, testing the sound of her name on my lips. It felt... right. 
 
    “Ridiculous, Spencer,” I chided myself reflexively. “You’ve only known her for a short time, and you can hardly call your interactions intimate!” 
 
    Yes, it was true I had yet to know Pip in any intimate fashion—quite a shame, that. And, truly, how could I love a particular brand of honey if I had never tasted its flavor? I did not have an answer for myself.  
 
    Regardless, there was something undeniable about my little pippin that drew me in—and had always drawn me in. And that something stretched beyond her lovely visage. Perhaps it was her intelligence, her wit, or her confidence? Or the way she carried on—as if she were aware of privileged information I was not privy to. Or perhaps it was the fact that I was quite certain she was cognizant of my feelings towards her and yet she wielded them against me (without even meaning to). Regardless, she was unlike any woman I’d ever encountered before.  
 
    Hers was a honey I was most eager to taste. 
 
    “Of course,” I continued, my thoughts spiraling further, “there’s the matter of that blasted inspector.” Right—the Scotsman. And there was something there between them, or at least on his side, I was most certain of it. It was all there for the world to see—simply in the way he looked at her... Could it be that she returned his brazen feelings? I could not say as Pip was quite the enigma when it came to her feelings regarding the inspector, as well as regarding me. It was difficult to discern if she were simply dedicated to the memory of her dead husband or if, perhaps, she had little attraction for either the inspector or myself. Truly, she kept her cards very close to her chest. Even so, jealousy gnawed at my insides every time I thought of the two of them together. 
 
    “Is that why I’m trapped here?” I whispered to my surroundings, my voice laced with bitterness. “To bear witness to their happiness while I languish in this godforsaken garden, stuck here for all blasted eternity with no one but myself for company?” 
 
    And while I did quite like myself, in time I was certain even my own company would become tedious. 
 
    As if taunting me in response, the garden seemed to close in around me, brushing its leaves against my face like ghostly fingers. I pushed them away rather angrily. The garden remained silent, leaving me to wrestle with the implications of this newfound possibility on my own. Always on my blasted own!  
 
    “Enough!” I roared, my voice echoing through the trees and flowers. “Why am I imprisoned here? What the bloody hell do you want from me?” 
 
    The Midnight Garden responded in its own cryptic way. The path before me twisted and turned, leading me deeper into the labyrinth of shadows. I followed it, my frustration mounting with each fruitless step I took. It was then that my gaze shifted to the sky above, shrouded by the dense foliage overhead. The stars seemed to twinkle with silent laughter, mocking me in my torment. 
 
    “What must I do?” I implored the heavens, my heart heavy with despair. “Why am I here?” 
 
    As if responding to my plea, my eyes were drawn to a nearby wall, long overgrown with ivy. The tendrils had woven themselves into an intricate pattern, forming two haunting words: lost love. 
 
    “Lost love...” I murmured, the bitterness in my voice plain for anyone—or anything—to hear. “Is that what this is about then? Figuring out the story behind this lost love you keep alluding to? Is that the key to unlocking the secrets of this wretched place?” 
 
    Of course, I received no response.  
 
    “Only one way to find out,” I muttered, pushing forward through the moonlit maze of bushes and vines. “I won’t allow myself to be held captive by this bloody mystery much longer. If there’s an answer to be found, I shall find it, blast it.” 
 
    I had to chuckle at that—or perhaps at my audacity and nerve. “Good luck to you, William Spencer,” I whispered before the tendrils of ivy seemed to beckon me further down the winding path. 

  

 
   
    CHAPTER TWO:
PHILIPPA 
 
      
 
    I threw open the door to Grant’s office at Scotland Yard, startling him in the midst of whatever he was doing while sitting at his desk— something that looked quite a bit like brooding. 
 
    “Inspector Stirling!” I announced, calling him by his proper title as he’d instructed me to do whenever he was in his professional capacity. “We need to talk!” I declared, my voice cutting through the quiet like a hot knife through butter. 
 
    “Philippa?” he asked while he looked up at me and shook his head, clearly perturbed with the interruption. Well, let him be perturbed! There were far more important things to handle at the moment! “What part of ‘I need some time to myself’ did you not understand?” he demanded, as if I were no more than a trifling annoyance.  
 
    “And I gave you time to yourself!” I snapped as I slammed the door behind me before marching right up to his desk, and throwing my hands atop it. I examined him with a mirror of the glare he was currently giving me. “I gave you all blasted night!” 
 
    “Keep your voice down,” he said as he shushed me, a frown marring his otherwise handsome face. Although the inspector would certainly be considered comely by any and all ladies of London, his comeliness was not the subject I’d come here to discuss—but rather his inactivity regarding a very important crisis.  
 
    “And need I remind you to watch your language?” he continued—Grant seemed always ill at ease whenever I swore—a quite silly thing to be ill at ease about, if you asked me. Not to mention the fact that this was certainly a swearing sort of occasion! 
 
    “You’ve had all night and all morning to yourself!” I ranted, holding my chin in the air, lest he try to argue with me again. “I did imagine you would come to visit me this morning to inform me of your plan.” 
 
    “My plan?” he repeated, his voice now becoming more of a growl. Then he pushed away from his desk and stood, reminding me how very tall he was.  
 
    “Yes, your plan,” I replied, wrapping my arms against my chest as I followed his path towards one of the many windows in his office. “Your plan regarding how to free Spencer from that ghastly garden!” 
 
    He held up his hand in an attempt to quiet me once more. “For the love of all that’s holy, Philippa, will you please keep your voice down!? At the rate you’re going, you’ll wake all of London’s dead!” 
 
    “I shall keep my voice down as soon as you inform me of what steps we are to take in order to see William Spencer free and fully restored to the land of the living!” I took a breath before walking right up to him and wagging my index finger in his face—something I was well aware irritated him, but I intended to get the urgency of my point across. “And what is more, I cannot let another moment pass without addressing what happened in that cursed garden.” 
 
    “Philippa, please,” Grant said, running his hand through his tousled hair, his Scottish accent thickening with his climbing distress. “I still require more time.” 
 
    “I gave you plenty of time!” 
 
    “We emerged from the garden only yesterday!” he shot back at me, taking a few steps away. “That is hardly enough time to confirm what I must decide!” 
 
    “Must I remind you that one of our number is still trapped inside that bewitched garden?” I demanded, throwing my hands on my hips haughtily. He seemed entirely too nonchalant where Spencer’s freedom was concerned. 
 
    “No! You need not remind me of anything! In fact, you never should have come here in the first place!”  
 
    “And had I not come, you would have continued doing what you were already doing regarding this case—which is absolutely nothing!” 
 
    Then he breathed in deeply and shook his head. “It might look as though I’m doing nothing, but I assure you that is not the case.” 
 
    “Then what precisely is the case?” 
 
    “I need more time to determine the best way to approach Commissioner Rundell about... all of this.” 
 
    “We don’t have the luxury of time, Grant!” Then I threw my hands into the air out of pure frustration. It was true—my friend, Spencer, had been caught in the magical garden even though the rest of us were granted our freedom. As to why the garden refused to release Spencer, no one could be certain, but I could not and would not rest until he was freed and fully restored to his former self. Truly, I hadn’t been able to sleep all night due to my concern for my friend.  
 
    “Listen to me,” Grant insisted, steeling himself against the onslaught of the next diatribe eagerly waiting to spew from my lips. “This is no simple matter, Philippa. We barely escaped the blasted garden, and there’s still so much we don’t understand.” 
 
    “Exactly! Which is the very reason why we must act swiftly,” I argued, my eyes narrowing. “The longer we wait, the more likely the odds grow that Spencer will be lost forever.” 
 
    “Your concern for your... friend... is admirable, but taking rash or impulsive actions won’t help him,” Grant countered, attempting to maintain his composure. My presence always seemed to stir something deep within him—something that usually fell along the lines of unexpressed anger. “I need to present our case to Commissioner Rundell carefully, or else he’ll dismiss us both as completely mad.” 
 
    “Present our case?” I repeated, frowning as I shook my head. “What does that even mean?” 
 
    “It means that I’m trying to decide exactly how and what to tell him about the garden, without running the risk of appearing completely insane.” 
 
    “Grant, you should tell the commissioner the truth.” 
 
    “The truth?” he scoffed, narrowing his eyes as he shook his head. “And what is this truth that you insist I tell him?” 
 
    “That we got stuck inside an enchanted and magical garden and only escaped by the skin of our teeth!” 
 
    “That’s impossible,” he replied, shaking his head harder, and appearing to be in extreme exasperation. “No one would believe such a fantastical tale, least of all, the commissioner.” 
 
    “Then what will you tell him?” I pressed, refusing to back down. “Not to mention, what will Mrs. Whitmore say about our disappearance? Need I remind you that it wasn’t just the two of us who experienced the strange events of that awful place?” 
 
    “No, you need not remind me of anything,” he snapped. “And as for Mrs. Whitmore… she will say exactly what I’ve instructed her to say,” he continued firmly, meeting my gaze with unrelenting conviction.  
 
    “And what did you instruct her to say?” 
 
    “I explained to her that she should tell anyone who asks that after she fell and hit her head in Highgate Cemetery, she became disoriented.” 
 
    “She fell and hit her head?” I scoffed, thinking the story sounded not only absurd but totally concocted. “And how will you explain the fact that she’s been missing all this time?” 
 
    He nodded vehemently, as if he already had that part of his lie covered, as well. “I will say I found her wandering the streets of London.” At my pronounced raising of my eyebrows, he added, “It’s a plausible explanation that won’t arouse undue suspicion or ridicule.” 
 
    “How can you be comfortable with such blatant deceit?” I questioned, my heart heaving with the weight of the lie. But my own anxiety regarding Spencer was much more burdensome. Truly, Spencer was one of my only friends, along with Mrs. Fergus. I supposed there were moments when I might have considered the inspector my friend, but those moments were few and far between. That’s because he was angry with me most of the time. And it’s quite a difficult thing to be friends with someone who is consistently yelling at you. 
 
    “Because sometimes lies are necessary for the greater good,” he explained, his voice softening slightly. “In this case, protecting our reputations and credibility is crucial if we want to continue to be taken seriously and to be respected in London.” 
 
    “My reputation and credibility means very little to me in comparison to Spencer’s life.” 
 
    He glowered at hearing that. “Perhaps your reputation is not as important to you as mine is to me, but might I remind you that I am the second in command of Scotland Yard?” 
 
    I frowned. “I’m well aware of your rank, Grant.” 
 
    “Good, then you will also be well aware of the threat that faces me if I admit that not only does an enchanted garden exist in Highgate Cemetery, but that it also managed to confine us for God only knows how long before releasing us without any preamble, excuse or explanation.” 
 
    “Strange though that might sound, it’s the truth!” 
 
    “I’m well aware it’s the truth, Philippa! Christ! But that doesn’t mean the truth will be accepted or unquestioned!” 
 
    “Surely there must be another way,” I replied, my hands clenching at my sides. 
 
    “There is no other way.” He took a breath and gave me an indignant harrumph. “You’re a clever woman—think about it,” he continued before returning to his desk where he sat down in his chair. Then he leaned forward, locking his blue eyes onto mine.  
 
    “Think about what?” 
 
    “No matter how hard we insist we were all trapped inside an enchanted garden, who would believe us? An invisible garden that no one else can see? Furthermore, my reputation is one of a rational, level-headed investigator, not a fairy tale character.” 
 
    I paused a moment to take a deep breath and consider his argument. “Very well, I admit I do see your point,” I managed. 
 
    “Will wonders never cease!” he said as a large grin overtook his face and he stood up in his own feigned shock. “Would you mind repeating that, Philippa? I admit, there must be wax in my ears for I believe you just said you agree with me?” 
 
    I pouted at him. “Very funny, Grant.” 
 
    He chuckled as I crossed my arms against my chest, before my thoughts returned to the most important topic that we still hadn’t solved. “Now, what do you propose we do about Spencer?”  
 
    “I don’t know that there’s anything we can do about Mr. Spencer,” Grant answered on a sigh as he shook his head. 
 
    I let my mouth drop open for emphasis. “Then, are you saying you’re content just to leave him there, stuck inside that hideous place?” 
 
    “Of course not!” Grant snapped, his own temper flaring once more. I did not know any other Scottish men, so I could not say for certain whether all Scottish men were so hot tempered but I certainly did wonder.  
 
    “But I don’t know how to free him!” Grant continued. “I still don’t understand how we were able to escape or why we were trapped in the garden in the first damned place!” 
 
    “Spencer is my dear friend, Grant,” I reminded him, my voice quavering with emotion. “I cannot—and I will not—abandon him to such a terrible fate.” 
 
    “Philippa, I understand your concern for your dear friend, but we must approach this rationally and without emotion.” 
 
    “Rationally?” I scoffed, tears of fury pricking at the corners of my eyes as I shook my head and forced them to retreat. All the while, I kept wondering why it seemed like Grant had already given up on doing anything where Spencer was concerned. Yes, I understood Grant’s point—there was very little we understood regarding the Midnight Garden, but that was not a reason to simply give up. Instead, we needed to learn all we could about the place. After all, in discovery lay the answers. 
 
    “Yes, rationally,” he barked before growing quiet for a moment as he shifted his gaze from my face to the view of the busy street outside his window. “And... well, you need to consider the possibility that... well, that there might not be any way for us to rescue Mr. Spencer.” 
 
    “How can you say that?” 
 
    He looked at me again, this time with narrowed eyes. “Because I don’t have the foggiest idea how we can persuade the damn garden to release him!” 
 
    “Then we must find a way!” 
 
    “And what if there isn’t a way, Philippa? What if once the garden chooses its victim, there is no freeing them?” He took a breath. “You haven’t seen all the files of people who went missing in Highgate—it’s been a recurring event that’s been happening since before I even became a detective.” 
 
    “How can you even consider giving up when we don’t have all the answers?” I demanded, my voice trembling with anger. “When we don’t have any of the answers!” 
 
    “Philippa,” Grant sighed, shaking his head. “It’s not that I want to close this case before it’s even opened, but how can I possibly find a way to free Mr. Spencer when I don’t even understand how the blasted garden exists?” 
 
    I paused a moment while wrestling with my temper to calm down. “Is this the same thing you would say if it had been me who was locked inside the garden instead of Spencer?” 
 
    He faced me then and shook his head. “Philippa, you’re not being fair.” 
 
    “Yes, I am,” I argued as I marched right back up to him once more, throwing my hands on my hips as I regarded him coolly. “If it had been me stuck, would you give up this easily?” 
 
    He glared down at me. “Spencer isn’t you.” 
 
    “Stop avoiding the question!” 
 
    He was quiet a moment and then refused to look at me, choosing instead to look outside the window once more. When he brought his gaze to mine again, his jaw was tight. “If it had been you locked inside that garden, I would be working day and night to find some way to release you.” 
 
    I swallowed hard at the look I saw in his eyes. “But because it’s Spencer—” 
 
    “—Spencer means nothing to me,” he interrupted. “You do. It’s as simple as that.” 
 
    A new anger started burning within me and although I knew it wasn’t fair to expect that Grant should care about Spencer, it bothered me to know he clearly didn’t. “You don’t give a damn about rescuing Spencer, and it’s simply because you don’t like him.” 
 
    “You know me better than that,” he snapped, his burr heavy once more. “I want to free him, but I’m also a man of reason. I can’t simply charge headfirst into a situation I don’t trust or understand.” 
 
    “Yet for me—” 
 
    “—I would do that… and more.” His expression was even tighter, and I glimpsed the anger boiling in the depths of his eyes. It made me take a step back before I swallowed hard, suddenly nervous about the way his expression and his words were making me feel.  
 
    Grant and I... well, we were a dead end—we were a pairing that could never happen. And even if I didn’t believe as much, Grant had made that decidedly clear. I gave a sigh, turning around to pace to the far end of Grant’s office as I tried to push the steel expression I saw in his eyes to the far recesses of my mind.  
 
    It was true that Grant cared for me—although it was also true that he wasn’t happy about that fact. Well, perhaps it was better to say he wished he didn’t care for me as much as he did. That was the reason why he’d asked me to put space between us—a conversation which had happened well before the situation in the garden. Since then, destiny had brought us together again. 
 
    As to my feelings towards Grant? They were just as muddled as his towards me, I imagined.  
 
    “Sometimes, Grant, reason is not enough,” I said softly as I turned to face him and paced back the other way. “Sometimes, we must take risks for those we truly care about.” 
 
    “And just how much do you care for Mr. Spencer?” he asked, but before I could respond, the door to Grant’s office suddenly flew open, causing both of us to jump in surprise. Commissioner Stuart Rundell strode in then, his dark eyes wide with surprise as they landed on me. 
 
    “Mrs. Fairfax,” he said, a hint of astonishment coloring his tone. “I didn’t expect to see you here.” 
 
    “Hello, Commissioner,” I replied, attempting to regain my composure as I gave him a large smile in greeting. “It seems we are both full of surprises today.” 
 
    “Indeed,” he responded, casting a wary glance at Grant before turning his attention back to me. “As it happens, you were just the person on my mind.” 
 
    “Was I?” I asked with a smirk. 
 
    “Was she?” Grant grumbled as he walked over to loom near the far wall of the room. 
 
    “Yes,” the commissioner replied. “In fact, I was rather hoping to seek audience with you, Mrs. Fairfax.” 
 
    My curiosity piqued. “Whatever for?” 
 
    “Your application,” he explained, his gaze never leaving mine.  
 
    “My application?” I repeated, frowning. 
 
    He chuckled and gave me an expression that indicated he found my forgetfulness amusing. “You did apply for the position of my personal assistant, did you not?” 
 
    “Our assistant,” Grant corrected him.  
 
    “Ah, yes,” I said, recalling the interview I’d had only a few days ago. “Yes, I did.” 
 
    “Considering your... unique set of skills, I must say that I would have been quite delighted to have you working alongside us,” he confessed, a warm smile spreading across his handsome face. “However, I’m afraid that hiring a woman for such a position would cause quite the scandal among polite London society and scandals are something I’m afraid I must avoid at all costs—I’m sure you understand.” 
 
    ‘Relieved’ would have been an understatement to describe Grant’s expression as the commissioner revealed his decision not to hire me. With a dramatic sigh, I gave the commissioner a smile because I’d already known what his response would be.  
 
    “And here I thought you were about to offer me a groundbreaking opportunity.” 
 
    The commissioner’s expression sobered. “However, I do believe, Mrs. Fairfax, that your talents could be of great use to us. But I cannot risk the potential repercussions your employment might bring to Scotland Yard.” He breathed in deeply. “And, believe me, I say this with the utmost regret, because I firmly believe you are quite suited to the position.” 
 
    “I understand.” 
 
    “I’m not entirely certain you do,” Rundell continued, looking thoughtful as he further walked into the room. “While I cannot officially hire you as my assistant, perhaps there is another way you could help us, perhaps in a less... public capacity.” 
 
    Grant’s eyes narrowed, his relief fading like a candle snuffed out by a sudden gust of wind. As for me, I couldn’t say I was too interested in whatever the commissioner had to say. Instead, my mind was fully occupied with the question of how in the world we could convince the garden to release Spencer. Next to that, all other subjects paled in comparison. 
 
    “Indeed?” I inquired, trying to keep my voice even. “And what sort of assistance did you have in mind?” 
 
    “As we mentioned in your interview, Scotland Yard has a considerable number of files that require cataloguing,” Rundell explained. “I do recall you telling us you helped your father catalogue all the antiquities he’d discovered?” 
 
    “Yes, I did say that.” 
 
    “Well, I believe we could certainly use your help with our own files. And accepting your... assistance in such an undertaking... well, it would allow you to maintain a certain level of... anonymity.” 
 
    “Cataloguing files?” I repeated, trying to restrain my excitement. Organizing the files would put me exactly where I wanted to be! I could have a bird’s eye view of the files pertaining to Highgate Cemetery and the mystery of the Midnight Garden! Files, I was quite certain Grant would never allow me to see under any other circumstances. Now he wouldn’t be able to turn me down! 
 
    Oh, fortunate day! 
 
    “Perhaps this is a subject we should discuss at another time,” Grant interrupted, attempting to clear his throat. Obviously, he wanted no part of me working at Scotland Yard, not in any capacity. And I was still uncertain as to why he was so reluctant in that regard. Men! 
 
    “No, Grant, my mind is made up,” the commissioner responded. “And if Mrs. Fairfax accepts my offer, why then, I should welcome her help... paid, of course.” 
 
    “Oh, I shall be so very pleased help you without any payment, Commissioner Rundell!” I happily intoned. “Just to know I am doing my part for Scotland Yard and London is payment enough!” 
 
    “Well, you are truly a lady of the highest moral fiber, Mrs. Fairfax,” the commissioner said as he reached for my hand and kissed my gloved fingers. 
 
    “Och, aye,” Grant grumbled underneath his breath.  
 
    I nodded and gave the commissioner a smile, amused with Grant’s obvious disquiet. Once the commissioner had finished lauding my fingers with his lips, he clapped his hands together and facing us both, exclaimed, “most excellent!”  
 
    “Thank you, Commissioner,” I replied, unable to conceal my own grin. Unbeknownst to him, this colossal turn of events might just provide the key to unlocking the secrets of Highgate Cemetery and, ultimately, allow us to save poor Spencer. 
 
    “Commissioner, I must protest,” Grant interjected, his brow furrowed in displeasure. “This task is hardly suited to someone of Mrs. Fairfax’s... disposition and I don’t believe Scotland Yard is a safe enough place—” 
 
    “Inspector Stirling,” I snapped, irritation bubbling beneath my carefully cultivated exterior. “I assure you that I am more than capable of handling any kind of organizational work.” I fixed him with an unyielding glare, daring him to challenge me further. I would not let this blasted ornery goat get in the way of me and those files.  
 
    “Grant,” Commissioner Rundell said, raising a placating hand, “I understand your concerns, but I believe Mrs. Fairfax can be of great assistance to us. Moreover, I do still plan to hire a male assistant.” 
 
    “Do you?” Grant grumbled. 
 
    The commissioner nodded. “Furthermore,” he continued, a slight smile playing at the corners of his lips when he turned to face me, “I shall assign a constable to keep an eye on Mrs. Fairfax. That way, we can ensure her safety at all times.” 
 
    I could see the conflict moving across Grant’s face, his strong sense of duty battling against his desire to keep me out of harm’s way; never mind his desire just to keep me away! I knew I’d won the argument when he sighed heavily. 
 
    “Very well.” 
 
    “You won’t regret it, Inspector Stirling,” I said with a mischievous smile. 
 
    “I already do,” he muttered, shaking his head. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER THREE:
PHILIPPA 
 
      
 
    The moment I stepped into the dimly lit filing room, a musty scent of old papers and dust filled my nostrils.  
 
    “I’ll just be right ‘ere, Mrs. Fairfax,” Constable Daniels announced as he stepped into the hallway. “The dust makes me nose react somefin’ awful, it do.” 
 
    “Of course, thank you, Constable,” I answered with a smile, secretly pleased to be left on my own inside the rather cramped room.  
 
    Before me lay piles upon piles of unorganized files sitting atop the table in the center of the room while still others filled the corners, leaning precariously against the walls, all just begging for urgent attention. A daunting task indeed, but I had another objective in mind. 
 
    “Highgate Cemetery,” I whispered to myself, my eyes scanning the stacks that loomed before me. With Spencer’s freedom on the line, I had to explore every file, every testimonial, and every witness account I could find; I couldn’t afford not to. As I sifted through the neglected folders, my fingers began to blacken with ink and grime.  
 
    “Aha!” I exclaimed under my breath, triumphantly holding up a worn folder labeled ‘Highgate’. My heart raced with excitement as I opened it, revealing numerous files dating back twenty years. They detailed a host of peculiar occurrences: mysterious disappearances, ghostly apparitions, and bizarre accounts of time manipulation in or near the cemetery—all occurrences to which I was now accustomed. Placing the file down, I continued searching, only to find even more labeled ‘Highgate’ and some of the files were fifty years old, dating back to the time when Scotland Yard had first been founded! The more I looked, the more I found. Truly, the sheer number of unsolved cases regarding that particular graveyard was staggering. 
 
    I continued rifling through the aged papers, my curiosity piqued by the numerous accounts of the supernatural. Witnesses detailed sentient plants that whispered secrets, animals with an uncanny understanding of human speech, and statues that seemed to come alive in the moonlight. Each story was more fantastical than the last, yet they all shared a common thread: Highgate Cemetery. 
 
    “Good heavens,” I muttered, feeling my eyes widen with shock, not only at how many cases had been documented regarding the cemetery but also at the vast length of time! A shiver ran down my spine as I flipped through the pages, finding each account more chilling than the last. Time seemed to slip away as I pored over the documents, utterly engrossed in the tales of otherworldly happenings. It seemed the deeper I delved into this mystery, the more questions arose. One thing was clear, though: something was amiss at Highgate Cemetery, and I was entirely convinced the reason was the inexplicable Midnight Garden.  
 
    A sudden creaking sound from behind me tore me from my thoughts, and I turned to see Grant standing in the doorway. His brow furrowed with suspicion as he took in the stacks of files and my preoccupation with the one currently in my hands. He frowned as he crossed his thick arms over his broad chest. 
 
    “In case you weren’t aware, Philippa, you were asked to put the files away, not to read them,” he began.  
 
    “I’m merely acquainting myself with the history of Highgate Cemetery.” 
 
    “Philippa,” he continued, a warning tone in his voice. “You were hired to organize the files, not to play detective.” 
 
    “And I assure you, my intentions are purely academic,” I responded, trying to keep the conversation light. Truly, I needed Grant on my side where the mystery of the Midnight Garden was concerned. Without him, my job would be made that much more difficult.  
 
    “Academic or not,” he retorted, his eyes narrowing as he continued. In the background, I heard the constable sneezing. Grant gave him an unimpressed expression and closed the door behind us before facing me once more. “Do what you were hired to do.” 
 
    I stood there, my heart pounding with the thrill of discovery, and faced Grant’s stern gaze. “You’re right,” I admitted, swallowing my pride. “I did use this opportunity to gain access to the Highgate files. But—” I held up a hand to forestall any further reprimands, “I believe all these accounts are connected to the Midnight Garden.” 
 
    His expression shifted, but it was not the look of curiosity I was hoping to find there. Instead, it appeared to be more ennui. “Not everything that happens in that graveyard is owing to the garden,” he said, shaking his head. “Some of those witness accounts are simply from overimaginative people with spirits on the mind.” 
 
    “Well, while that may be... you must consider the similarities.” I gestured at the files I’d just laid across the table. “Supernatural occurrences, disappearances, time manipulation... Surely it cannot be mere coincidence.” I turned my attention back to the stacks before me. “And, furthermore, Grant, do you not find it curious that so many inexplicable events have taken place at Highgate Cemetery? And not just the ones most recently. Some of these files are fifty years old!” 
 
    Grant sighed, running a hand through his dark hair. “I’m already aware of the strange happenings at Highgate,” he admitted, his voice heavy with resignation. “And curious or not,” he continued, rather icily, I might add, “it’s not your place to investigate.” 
 
    “Scotland Yard has had these files for a stunning number of years,” I countered, my frustration growing as I gave him a pert glare. “And yet, nothing has been done to address any of them or am I mistaken in that they’re all meant to be filed under the heading of ‘unsolved’?” 
 
    Grant sighed and shook his head. “Truth be told, Philippa—” His voice was measured and somber as he continued, “those cases have simply been... forgotten.” 
 
    “Forgotten?” My disbelief was palpable. “How can such inexplicable events be so easily dismissed?” 
 
    “Because,” Grant’s eyes flicked to the vast piles of paperwork surrounding us, each one representing a separate and ignored mystery, “no one could manage to solve them. There are no explanations for any of the witness accounts, as they don’t fit the confines of reason and logic.” He shook his head. “Consequently, they were pushed aside, and deemed unsolvable.” 
 
    “Unsolvable.” I echoed, my heart heavy with disappointment. “Unsolvable simply because you and Scotland Yard haven’t been able to tackle them, simply because they’re out of your realm of expertise.” 
 
    “Your point being?” 
 
    “I can help you learn how to understand them.”  
 
    “Philippa,” Grant’s voice was discouraging, to say the least. 
 
    I met his intense gaze unflinchingly. “If we don’t investigate them, who will?” 
 
    He chuckled then. “Do you realize how many cases have been deemed unsolvable? There are loads of them! It would take us years just to investigate the unsolvable cases alone, nevermind the cases that continue to pour in on a day to day basis!” 
 
    I plopped my hands on my hips. Sometimes he could be downright disagreeable and I was not in the mood for a lengthy argument neither of us could win. “Exactly how many cases are you referencing?” 
 
    He pointed to the far end of the small room, where numerous tall, wooden cabinets loomed against the wall. “That entire cabinet at the far right is full of unsolved cases—most of them paranormal in nature.” 
 
    I pushed past the files piled high on the table, hoping they wouldn’t teeter and fall as they were rather precariously placed, and approached the cabinets. My heart was pounding with a mixture of excitement and trepidation. I could scarcely believe that such mysteries lay hidden away in this unassuming corner of Scotland Yard! How many people had suffered because their cases had simply been deemed too bizarre to investigate? My fingers traced the edges of the drawers before I pulled one open, revealing a mass of papers and file folders stuffed inside.  
 
    “There are hundreds in here,” I said in awe, turning back to face him. 
 
    He nodded. “Aye. Perhaps even thousands.” Then he took a deep breath. “And before you ask, I’m not in any way agreeing to investigate any of them and certainly not with you.”  
 
    I nodded. “I’m only interested in Highgate Cemetery, at the moment.” 
 
    “And? What does that mean?”  
 
    “It means that I will stop at nothing to free Spencer,” I answered, narrowing my eyes at him. “So, either we can work together, in which case we make one another’s jobs infinitely easier, or we can work separately. Either way, I’m involving myself... whether you like it or not.” 
 
    I was surprised when he let out a chuckle while shaking his head. “Good god, you’re like trying to stop a freewheeling locomotive.” 
 
    “Does that mean we will be joining forces?” 
 
    He looked up at the ceiling as if he hoped to find an answer there. “God bloody well help me.” Then he shook his head and chuckled once more as his gaze settled on me once more. “What other choice do I have?” 
 
    “Very good,” I replied with a smile.  
 
    “And where do you plan to start?” 
 
    “Simple,” I said, a plan forming in my mind as I gestured to the cabinet. “We look for the answers in the past.” 
 
    “What does that mean?” 
 
    “It means we interview the witnesses who have already come to you with their outlandish tales regarding Highgate.” I locked eyes with him then, because I was fairly certain he wouldn’t like this next part. “And because time is of the utmost essence, we conduct these interviews... separately.” 
 
    “Philippa, how many times must I remind you that you are not a detective?” he responded sternly as he crossed his arms over his chest once more and regarded me with irritation. His gaze bore into mine, the weight of his skepticism pressing down upon me like a heavy fog. “Yes, I agreed to work with you on this case, but that does not mean you get to pretend you’re an investigator. My agreeing to working with you simply means I will share my findings with you.” 
 
    “I’m well aware that I’m not a detective,” I replied with a confident smile, my chin held high.  
 
    “Are you? Because I’m afraid it doesn’t seem that way at all.” 
 
    “Owing to the fact that time is a luxury we can ill afford, you need me as much as I need you, Grant.” 
 
    “Is that so?” 
 
    “Yes, it is. Furthermore, we must combine our efforts when it comes to every facet of this case if we wish to free Spencer in a timely manner.” 
 
    “And why do you think those files or the witnesses mentioned in them are going to offer us anything?” 
 
    I shrugged. “They’re simply a place to start. Surely, there must be connections we can uncover between the things we experienced and those that others experienced.” 
 
    Grant’s eyes flickered with doubt, but I could see the spark of interest hidden beneath the surface. The intrigue was woven deep within him, I was certain—just as it was in me. It was just a matter of convincing him that in this case, two was better than one. 
 
    “Fine,” he sighed reluctantly. “I will allow you to assist me… on one condition.” 
 
    “Which is?” 
 
    “We must keep this investigation from Commissioner Rundell as I’ve no desire to run afoul of the new superintendent.” 
 
    “Of course,” I agreed, a sense of firm resolve taking hold within me. “We’ll keep our investigation confidential, and act with the utmost haste.” 
 
    “Very well,” he replied, his brow furrowing as something else occurred to him. “Now, how do you suggest we go about interviewing the witnesses?” He motioned to the files piled high in front of us. “There must be hundreds of files there.” 
 
    I tapped my fingers rhythmically on the edge of the table as I thought of a way to approach the overwhelming stacks. “I propose we split the files between us and interview the witnesses individually. As I mentioned before, it’ll be more timely and efficient that way.” 
 
    “As you wish,” he sighed. 
 
    Thus, we began to sift through the files, and as we did so, an air of determination settled around us. I felt the faintest stirrings of camaraderie between Grant and myself, despite our obvious differences. For now, we were united in purpose—to unravel the mysteries regarding Highgate Cemetery that had evaded Scotland Yard for far too long. 
 
      
 
    ###
GRANT 
 
      
 
    The dim lamplight flickered across Philippa’s hair as she meticulously rifled through file after file, her brow furrowed in concentration. Her slender fingers danced across the worn parchment, searching for any clue that could lead us to William Spencer. I stood nearby, observing her tireless efforts with admiration, yet my mind was constantly at odds with itself where this blasted woman was concerned. 
 
    “Grant, have a look at this,” she called, her voice rich and melodic as the Scottish Highland air I missed so dearly. She held out a tattered document, her eyes gleaming with excitement. “This woman claimed to have been trapped by the garden for a fortnight.” She tapped the folder with her fingers. “Perhaps she might hold the answer to freeing Spencer.” 
 
    I couldn’t help but feel a twinge of resentment at the mention of William Spencer’s name. My less than determined interest in finding the man wasn’t something I was particularly proud of, but our personal history made it difficult for me to care for his wellbeing. Still, it was my duty as an officer of the law to see this through, regardless of my personal feelings towards the man involved. 
 
    As far as Mr. Spencer was concerned and the reasons I disliked him—well, there were many. Mostly, I was convinced he was hiding something—from Philippa, from the law… He’d never struck me as trustworthy, at any rate. As to what he was hiding? I had no idea, but there was no denying that he had plenty of secrets.  
 
    I watched Philippa’s eyes sparkle with intrigue at each new file she opened, but she said nothing. Instead, she returned her attention to the seemingly endless pile of documents before her, her determination and purpose unwavering. Watching her work stirred something within me—a potent mix of admiration and desire, tempered by an ever-present guilt. She was, after all, the widow of my closest friend—a fact that continuously plagued me. 
 
    The air grew colder as the evening settled in, and I found myself pacing the dimly lit room. The two of us had been sorting through the files for hours—placing them into three piles: a pile for Philippa to review, one for me to review, and a pile of cases that were unrelated to Highgate.  
 
    The flickering flames of the fireplace cast eerie shadows on the walls, and I couldn’t help but feel an unsettling presence lurking just beyond the reach of the light. I paused by the window, gazing out into the darkness that enveloped the city. It was then that the thought struck me—what if the garden never intended to release Mr. Spencer? What if he remained trapped within its sinister grasp indefinitely? 
 
    To my surprise, a wave of relief washed over me as I deliberated that prospect. If the miscreant were to remain lost, I would no longer have to delve into his past or uncover whatever secrets he was concealing—because I was convinced the man was not as he seemed. Not only that, but I had made a promise to myself that I would get to the bottom of just who and what William Spencer was. Perhaps now I would no longer need to?  
 
    It was a selfish thought, one unbefitting of a detective inspector to be certain, and shame pricked my conscience almost immediately. Yet, the thought still remained.  
 
    And if William Spencer was freed from the garden? I continued to ponder. What then?  
 
    Then I would wait. When the time was right, I’d get my man, 
 
    “Why is it you look like you’re wearing the weight of the world on your shoulders?” Philippa asked. 
 
    I turned to see her standing just beside me, her expression a mixture of amusement and concern. 
 
    “Just... thinking.” 
 
    “About the garden?” she asked gently, taking a step closer to me—something which caused my heart to race as soon as I caught that blasted vanilla scent of hers. 
 
    “Aye,” I admitted, feeling suddenly flushed. “I can’t help but feel... conflicted.” 
 
    “Conflicted?” She tilted her head, studying my face. “How so?” 
 
    I knew she wouldn’t like what I had to say, and yet I found myself saying it anyway. Perhaps the feelings were strong enough that they demanded to be released. I was not quite certain.  
 
    “You know how I feel about the man.” I sighed, rubbing the back of my neck. “But it’s my duty as an inspector to find him, regardless of my personal feelings.” 
 
    “Grant,” Philippa said softly, reaching out to touch my arm—her fingers were light and soft and I couldn’t help but glance down at them as she patted the hard muscle of my forearm. “We must do what’s right, even when it’s difficult.” She took a breath. “And I know you have no love for Spencer, and I know you distrust him, but... I can promise you—he’s a good man. He’s a good person. And he deserves to be freed from that awful place.” 
 
    “I know you believe he’s a good man.” I nodded, steeling myself against the tumultuous emotions raging within me, jealousy foremost among them. “But I have yet to see any example of his admirable attributes.” 
 
    “Well, perhaps when you and I rescue him, he’ll be able to prove his goodness to you.” She gave me a smile and then her glance shifted to the pile of documents just beside me. “Now, those files won’t organize themselves.” 
 
    I nodded and strode over to the pile, returning to the seemingly neverending task. As I worked, I reflected on my own sleepless night after our narrow escape from the Midnight Garden. I’d lain in bed, staring at the ceiling, the shadows dancing above me as unsettling as my own thoughts. All the while, I’d asked myself: what if it had been Philippa trapped inside those twisted vines and chilling fog instead of William Spencer?  
 
    The answer had come easily, and it had filled me with both warmth and trepidation. If it had been Philippa, I would have never left the graveyard, forsaking my own comfort without hesitation, tirelessly searching until the garden revealed itself once more. I could not have slept, could not have eaten, and could not have done a bloody thing until I knew she was safe. Even if it meant entrapping myself within the garden’s sinister grasp, I would have done whatever it took to free her, to know she was safe. 
 
    “Grant?” Philippa’s voice broke through my reverie, her concern evident in the slight furrowing of her brow. “You’re awfully quiet over there. Are you all right?” 
 
    “Aye, I’m fine,” I said, forcing a smile that didn’t quite reach my eyes. “Trying to piece together this blasted puzzle.” 
 
    “Indeed,” she murmured, her gaze lingering on me for a moment longer before returning to the task at hand. “We’ll find the answers we’re after, Grant. I know it.” 
 
    “Of course,” I agreed, feeling an unfamiliar discomfort settling in my chest. The realization of the depth of my feelings for Philippa suddenly threatened to overwhelm me, prompting introspection toward my own emotions. What was it about this woman that had so captured me? What was it about her that made me tell myself I needed to get away from her and yet, even then, she was forever on my mind. It seemed there was no escaping her, nor the web she’d cast around me. 
 
    “Grant,” she began, her eyes once again meeting mine, “whatever happens, I’m glad you’re by my side.” 
 
    “I am too.” My voice was steady, even as my heart raced. Christ, but I wanted to kiss her—wanted to reach out, grip her around that tiny waist and pull her into my arms as I took her lips feverishly.  
 
    She paused once more and gave me a smile. “You look like you’re contemplating killing someone,” she finished on a laugh. 
 
    “Not contemplating killing someone exactly.” 
 
    She shook her head as if it were no concern of hers and returned to perusing the intimidating stacks of files before her.  
 
    “Philippa?” 
 
    She didn’t bother looking up. “Grant?” 
 
    I cleared my throat, all the while yelling at myself to keep my blasted mouth shut, but I could not. My desire for this woman was too bloody strong—to the point that it made me act in ways I knew I should not. “What would you say if I told you I was having a damned devil of a time trying to keep myself from kissing you?” 
 
    There was a slight expression of surprise that crossed her features but she kept her attention trained on the task before her, never bothering to look up at me. Instead, a light smile graced her lips and I noticed she was blushing a bit, a fact that charmed and fascinated me. When she answered, that smile continued to curve her lips, “I would tell you to pay closer attention to your stack of files.” 
 
    I couldn’t help but chuckle as I shook my head and wondered if these feelings would ever dissipate. Thus far, they had not. And it seemed no matter what I did, they would not.  
 
    “I will apologize for that, if need be,” I offered. 
 
    “Apologize for what?” she insisted as she finally looked me in the eyes. “As far as I recall, we’ve simply been discussing the case files.” 
 
    “Philippa,” I started, but she quickly shook her head and gave me an enigmatic smile. 
 
    “Well, I’ve finished going through my stack,” she said, as if what had just passed between us hadn’t, “but it appears you’re only halfway through yours,” she finished, her delicate lips turning up into another amused smile.  
 
    Then she wanted to pretend as if I hadn’t said what I had? Pretend as if whatever blazed beneath the surface between us wasn’t there? Perhaps it was the best thing to do—the only thing to do.  
 
    “Clearly, you’re better at this than I am,” I responded, forcing my gaze away from her enchanting blue eyes to focus on the task at hand. 
 
    “Yes, it would seem that is quite the understatement of the evening,” she replied, her voice tinged with a teasing tone as she strode up to stand beside me. “Well, come on then, hand me a pile so I can help you.” 
 
    “Might I remind you,” I started with a chuckle as I obeyed her request and palmed perhaps ten files at once, passing them over to her side of the table. “That I did not have any experience with cataloguing my own father’s antiquities?” 
 
    “Mm-hmm, a likely excuse.” 
 
    I chuckled once more, but couldn’t seem to rid myself of the tension riding between my shoulders and my lower back.  
 
    I wanted this woman. Goddamn, did I want her. And I had a feeling I’d never stop wanting her. 
 
    And William Spencer... blast it, but I had the sneaking suspicion that deep down, in my caveman brain, I considered him to be a rival for her affections, my challenger, a potential usurper of her affections. 
 
    Christ, man, I thought to myself, shaking my head at my own delirious thoughts.  
 
    As much as I wanted to solve this case, the thought of freeing the harridan weighed heavily on me. My internal struggle intensified as I tried to determine where my duty as a detective ended and my personal feelings began. The line between the two had become increasingly blurred, but prioritizing one over the other could have dire consequences. 
 
    As I looked into Philippa’s eyes, I realized that despite my inner turmoil, there was no one else with whom I’d rather face the unknown.  
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER FOUR:
SPENCER 
 
      
 
    The bright daylight seemed almost too harsh in contrast to the eerie glow of the Midnight Garden.  
 
    My lack of sleep gnawed at me, not so much because I was exhausted, but rather, that I should have been. And yet, I felt no fatigue. Instead, the strange energy of the garden still coursed through my veins, leaving me feeling restless and uneasy. 
 
    I didn’t know how many miles I’d walked, nor how many days I’d been imprisoned here as day and night did not follow in consecutive twelve-hour offerings. Instead, day could turn to night in a heartbeat or the other way round.  
 
    “I predict my mind will be the undoing of me,” I said to myself as I thought about the question of how long a man could retain his wits in a fantasy world such as this, where only he appeared to be alive. Yes, I continued to see visions of spirits, lovers caught in passionate entangles, but those visions were always fleeting.  
 
    As I took the bend in the path, this time around the trunk of an enormous oak tree, I was stopped short as my gaze flicked over to a nearby bench upon which a woman sat. When she turned to look at me, her smile was as radiant as the sun above us. But there was something quite peculiar about her. After another few seconds, I realized just what that peculiarity was: she was dressed in attire from a bygone era.  
 
    While her clothing spoke of an age centuries earlier, neither she nor her outfit appeared any the worse for wear. If I hadn’t known better, I should have imagined her an actress about to take her place on stage, appropriately dressed for King Henry VIII’s court.  
 
    Her gown was made of rich, and rather sumptuous brocade, including a fitted bodice that quite accentuated her small waist, while a full, sweeping skirt flowed over the bench, gracefully kissing the ground. The neckline was square and adorned with delicate embroidery. It was the broad skirts though that hinted to the fact that this woman was from a much earlier time in history—certainly they were far too wide to encourage the delight of any genteel and modern woman. The jewelry that graced her neck and earlobes was quite elaborate, including rubies and pearls, whilst her hair was styled in an intricate coiffure with ringlets intertwined with ribbons. She held a decorative fan of feathers and upon both her hands she wore fine leather gloves.  
 
    Whatever era she’d escaped from, there was an air of grace about her that couldn’t be denied. Her beauty alone (raven dark hair, large brown eyes, a heart-shaped face and a rosebud of a mouth) was enough to pique my interest, but the way she sat with such poise and confidence made her all the more intriguing. When she turned to face me, a bright smile lit her pretty features as recognition dawned in her gaze. 
 
    “Frederick!” she suddenly exclaimed, her eyes shining with delight as she extended her arm and offered her hand, thoroughly confusing me. Given no option, I accepted the lady’s outstretched hand and kissed it, as I was certain she expected me to do. 
 
    “Oh, Frederick, how I have longed for thy company, my dearest!” she continued, beaming at me as she moved her skirts to the side, motioning for me to sit beside her. “It hath been an intolerably long time!” 
 
    “Pardon?” I stammered, taken aback as my mind raced to make sense of her mistake and her language which sounded as if I’d accidentally stumbled into a Shakespearean play. “I’m afraid you have the wrong person, madam,” I started but the woman shook her head insistently and eagerly patted the seat beside her once more as if I were her trusted Pomeranian she intended to cuddle. 
 
    Not that I had anything against cuddling—especially with a lovely woman but... 
 
    “I beseech thee, do take a seat,” she almost begged and so, imagining there couldn’t be much harm in it, I sat. Then she gave me a look that revealed she believed I was teasing her. “Frederick Somerset, prithee, do not play so coy,” she chided playfully, reaching out and taking my hand before giving it a gentle squeeze. “‘Tis most uncharacteristic of thee to persist in such a frivolous jest, my dear.” 
 
    Now, I wasn’t quite certain whether this woman was a spirit (from the days of old) or perhaps a rather lifelike vision—from the moment my companions had departed the garden, I had yet to come across another living soul. But at her touch and the heat of said touch, I was fairly certain I just had.  
 
    “Truly,” I persisted, trying to maintain a polite smile, “I’m not this Frederick fellow you speak of, my dear. My name is William Spencer.” Then I bowed as best I was able while seated. “At your service.” 
 
    The lovely woman studied my face for a moment, her brow furrowing in confusion. I could see her mentally flipping through pages of memories, searching for any indication that I was indeed the man she sought. 
 
    “"Frederick, I beseech thee, cease this teasing,” she finally said, her voice wavering slightly as she shook her head and clearly disregarded everything I’d just said. “Thou knowest full well who thou art and who I am.” 
 
    Well, since there was no moving past the point of my true identity, I figured we should now move to other topics. “And just who are you?” 
 
    She frowned further at me. “Why, thou knowest who I am! How thou dost jest, Frederick!” 
 
    “Humor me, won’t you, my dear?” I asked on a smile. 
 
    She returned it. “Why, I am none other than Lillian Middleton, thou mischievous gentleman—thy very own Lillian Middleton.” She then fanned her face at the declaration and gave me a quite forward smile. “Now, wilt thou kindly cease thy jesting, Frederick? I have yearned for thy presence these many days.”  
 
    As much as I wanted to set the record straight regarding the fact that I’d never laid eyes on this clearly daft woman before, something about her earnest plea gave me pause. There was a genuine affection in her eyes, a warmth that seemed to radiate from deep within her. And although I knew it was directed at someone else entirely, I couldn’t help but admit I was moved by it. That and I believed that however long she’d been locked inside this garden, well, it must’ve absolutely curdled her mind.  
 
    Poor deranged little twit. 
 
    “I...” I hesitated, my thoughts a tangled mess. Was this just another facet of the Midnight Garden’s strange energy? Could Lillian herself be under some sort of enchantment? Certainly, her attire suggested she was not of this time period... 
 
    “Miss Middleton,” I began carefully, choosing my words with precision. “Please forgive me if I have caused you any distress. It’s just that I—” 
 
    “Have thee missed me in equal measure as I have missed thee, my dearest?” 
 
    “Yes,” I answered, clearing my throat as I figured I might as well stop attempting to swim upstream. “Yes, that’s exactly it,” I finished as I then wondered if Miss Middleton might still retain enough of her senses to teach me valuable information regarding this blasted garden. I paused a moment. “My dear... tell me about your time here in the garden. How did you come to be in such a place?” 
 
    Lillian blinked at me, clearly taken aback by my sudden change of tack. But after a moment, she seemed to consider my question, her shoulders relaxing and a tentative smile tugging at her lips. 
 
    “Why, I have remained here every moment, just as thou hast, my foolish Frederick,” She laughed softly, shaking her head at my supposed ineptitude.  
 
    “And... remind me again, my love, how long has that actually been?” 
 
    She looked out at the meadow before us, as if thinking the trees swaying in the distance might have the answer for her. “It is indeed a challenge to ascertain the precise duration of our sojourn, Frederick. Time possesses a most curious penchant for twisting and stretching itself amidst these ivy-draped walls, as thou art well aware.” 
 
    “Indeed,” I mused, studying her with interest, because I was fairly certain Lillian Middleton knew the truth or at least some of the truth regarding this dastardly place. “And have you always been alone here, or have there been others?” I cleared my throat again, remembering my role. “I mean, aside from the two of us, of course.” 
 
    “Others?” Her brow furrowed, and she looked around as if expecting to see someone else lurking amongst the foliage. “Nay, I do not hold such belief. I have walked these pathways alone, tending to the blossoms whilst I awaited thy return, Frederick. And now, behold! Thou dost sit before me, and we may once more be together, and lo! All is in perfect harmony in this world!” 
 
    “Yes, here I am,” I answered on a hesitant laugh. “But I must admit, my dear, that my mind is quite foggy.” 
 
    “Foggy?” she seemed concerned at that description. 
 
    “Yes, I’m afraid I must have fallen and injured my head as I struggle to understand the answers to questions that should be fairly obvious to me, I’m afraid.” 
 
    “Art thou in pain, my love?” she asked, her brows meeting in a furrow of worry. 
 
    “No, no, but would you please be patient with me if I should appear... confused or delirious?” 
 
    “Why, of course!”  
 
    “Miss Middleton,” I started but she shook her head. 
 
    “Pray, Frederick, thou must address me as Lillian.” 
 
    “Lillian,” I corrected with a smile. “Are we married?” 
 
    She immediately flushed at the question and waved her feathered fan in her face even faster. “Why, thou must certainly have struck thy head, my love.” 
 
    “Yes,” I answered, frowning. “Then?” 
 
    “Nay, we are not wed,” she answered, that flirty smile returning to her plump lips once more. “Though we are promised to each other.” she added. Fairly soon, the smile dissolved, to be replaced with an expression of concern. “If only... well, if only fate would find a way for us to be together, Frederick.” 
 
    “Fate?” 
 
    She nodded. “Thou truly dost not recall a thing, dost thou?” 
 
    “I’m afraid not.” 
 
    She was quiet a moment. “Where hast thou been all this time, Frederick?” she pouted as she shook her head and her eyes began to grow glassy with unshed tears. “I did begin to think I would never see thee again.” 
 
    “Oh, I’ve been here and there,” I managed. “Walking and walking and yet ever more walking.” I gave her a gentle smile. “My dear, tell me more about your time here, if you would? What do you remember prior to becoming trapped here?” 
 
     “Trapped?” she repeated with a laugh as she shook her head once more at my apparent idiocy. “Frederick, we are far from being trapped here.” 
 
    That response struck me as odd and I wondered how much of her sanity still remained, because we were quite clearly and irrevocably trapped. Perhaps I was simply leading myself in circles, yet again. “Aren’t we?” 
 
    “Frederick, how thou dost jest!” she laughed, batting her eyes at me playfully. “Thou art as aware as I am of the circumstances that brought us both to this place.” 
 
    “Of course,” I replied with a mischievous grin, deciding to continue playing along. “But humor me once more, my dear.” I motioned to my head. “An addled memory needs more prompting, you recall?” 
 
    Lillian sighed dramatically, leaning over and running her hand down the side of my face. “My poor, injured love.” Then she took a deep breath. “Very well, if it pleases thee to hear the tale, then I shall gladly indulge thee.” She stood up then and reached down, taking my hand as I stood up. “But let us stroll as we discuss?” 
 
    “Of course,” I answered and allowed her to lead me beneath the dappled sunlight filtering through the canopy of leaves above. All the while, she regaled me with stories of the garden—or rather, her version of them—how she and her lover, this Frederick chap, had wandered into the most lovely of gardens, only to become inexplicably lost. As far as I could understand, Lillian had been searching the garden for her lost lover for a very long time (centuries if her clothing were any indication). And in that quest, she’d lost her mind, which was reason enough that she believed me to be her lost lover. It was quite a sad tale really.  
 
    The vibrant colors of the flora around us seemed to come alive as she spoke, and I found myself drawn further into the world she weaved with her words. 
 
    “Frederick, dost thou remember all those secret corners where we exchanged furtive kisses?” Lillian asked, her eyes twinkling with mischief. 
 
    “Perhaps you could remind me,” I said, feigning nostalgia even as I thought to myself I wouldn’t mind a clandestine embrace. “I’m afraid I can’t recall them all.” 
 
    “Shall I refresh thy memory?” she suggested, tugging on my arm gently. “Come, follow me.” 
 
    With a sly smile, Lillian led me off the path and into the heavily wooded forest. The air grew cooler and quieter as we moved deeper into the shadows cast by the towering trees. My senses heightened; the rich fragrance of damp earth and the sound of rustling foliage filling my ears, while the softness of Lillian’s hand in mine made me feel strangely protective of her.  
 
    It was then I decided that were I to ever find my way out of this strange place, I would certainly bring Lillian with me. And if I were not to find the exit, well, I was pleased to have at least made a strange friend, even if she believed me to be another man. It wasn’t lost on me that I’d assumed the roles of many men in my time, so what was one more disguise, this time as Frederick Somerset? 
 
    “Thou didst steal a kiss from me at this very spot,” she whispered, stopping beside a large pine tree. Its gnarled roots formed a natural alcove, hidden from view of any would-be interlopers by a thick curtain of ivy. “Dost thou recall now?” 
 
    “Indeed, I do,” I replied, my voice tinged with genuine wonder. And my words were only a half-lie, because this place felt strangely familiar, despite how impossible that sounded. Then I simply wondered if perhaps I’d walked past it on one of my many strolls through the garden. Yet, I did not believe such was the case, due to the sense of knowing that suddenly overcame me. It was as if the knowledge of this place had been pulled from the depths of a long-forgotten dream. Which, of course, made no blasted sense, but there it was. 
 
    As we continued our journey through the forest, Lillian revealed more secret hideaways, each one stirring something within me—a sense of déjà vu, or perhaps a connection to this mysterious woman—a connection that defied all explanation. My mind raced with questions, but for now, I chose to embrace the enigma that was Lillian Middleton and the enchanting world she inhabited. 
 
    “Through here,” Lillian murmured, guiding me past the final stretch of dense foliage. Once we stepped into the clearing, I caught my breath at the sight that unfolded before me. A pristine lake lay nestled within the meadow, its glassy surface reflecting the dappled sunlight above. Wildflowers bloomed in vibrant colors amongst the verdant grass, and a soft breeze whispered through the leaves of the surrounding trees. It was as if nature itself had conspired to create this idyllic haven hidden from the world. 
 
    “Ah, yes,” Lillian breathed, her eyes dancing with delight as she took in the scene. “The place where our love truly blossomed.” 
 
    I felt a twinge of guilt as I continued this ruse, but there was no denying the allure of the moment and the curious connection I felt to Lillian. 
 
    “Indeed,” I replied, allowing myself a small smile. “It’s been far too long since we were last here.” 
 
    “Far too long,” she echoed, her voice full of emotion. She released my hand then, stepping closer to the water’s edge, her skirts rustling softly against the grass as the breeze blew her long dark hair away from her face. 
 
    “Come,” Lillian beckoned me, her gaze never leaving mine. I followed without hesitation, curiosity and a magnetic pull drawing me along. When I reached her side, she suddenly pulled me down onto the grass, her laughter like music in the air. Before I could process what was happening, she climbed atop me and pressed her lips on mine, kissing me with a fervor that left me breathless. 
 
    “Frederick,” she sighed between kisses, “I ne’er did reckon I would lay mine eyes upon thee once more. Thou wert absent for so long, I did dread thou hadst forgotten me.” 
 
    My heart raced as I tried to make sense of the whirlwind of emotions that threatened to overwhelm me. Part of me wanted to again confess the truth, to insist that I was not the man she believed me to be. But another part of me—one I could not ignore—felt inexplicably drawn to her, as if we’d shared a lifetime together, as if I were the very man she insisted me to be. 
 
    “Never, my love,” I whispered against her lips, allowing myself to be swept up in the moment. “How could I ever forget you?” 
 
    The scent of wildflowers filled my nostrils as Lillian’s lips met mine once more. I found myself returning her passion, my own hands reaching to stroke her soft hair, caressing the delicate skin of her neck. My mind raced, flitting between the intoxicating sensation of our shared embrace and the unanswered questions surrounding her presence in the Midnight Garden. 
 
    “Frederick,” she breathed against my lips, a smile forming on her face, “why didst thou abandon me?” 
 
    “Ah, well, you know how these things go...” 
 
    “Nay... was it thy father, as I did dread it might be?” 
 
    “Yes,” I answered with a quick nod. “Exactly,” I continued, the taste of her still lingering on my tongue, “although it seems fate has brought us back together and for that, we should... continue to explore one another’s mouths, in my opinion.” 
 
    “Fate and love brought us back together, Frederick,” she responded with a coy grin.  
 
    “Love is a powerful force, isn’t it?” 
 
    “Stronger than time itself,” she replied, her eyes sparkling. 
 
    As we lay there amidst the soft grass and vibrant blooms, each of us taking turns stealing one another’s kisses, something in my pocket began to dig into my hip, quite annoyingly. I fished the blasted thing out and upon seeing it, suddenly jolted loose a memory. The heart-shaped locket—of course! I flipped the small gold trinket over in my palm, its surface adorned with ornate engravings and the initials ‘LM.’ 
 
    “Here,” I said, pressing the locket into Miss Middleton’s hand, “I believe this belongs to you.” 
 
    Lillian’s breath hitched at the sight of the gold locket, her fingers tracing the familiar engraving. “Where didst thou discover it?” she asked, her voice barely above a whisper. 
 
    “Curious thing, really,” I admitted with a bit of a smirk. “It quite nearly took my eye out as I was walking one of these many paths. I’ve been carrying it ever since, hoping to return it to its rightful owner.” 
 
    “Thank thee,” she murmured, her eyes shining with unshed tears. “It means more to me than thou canst imagine.” 
 
    “Perhaps you could enlighten me?” I suggested, my voice laced with genuine intrigue. “What is the significance of the locket?” 
 
    “Frederick,” she sighed, a bittersweet smile gracing her lips, “thou always did have a penchant for teasing me.” She gazed at the locket for a moment longer before looking back at me, determination in her eyes. “Or hast thou truly forgotten?” 
 
    “I’m afraid it’s the latter, my dear—head injury, if you recall?” 
 
    She clutched the trinket with trembling fingers, her eyes alight with a mixture of excitement and wonder. Then she hesitated for an instant before cautiously prying the heart-shaped locket open and then she handed it to me. 
 
    “Good heavens!” I said, shocked at what appeared within. 
 
    Lillian smiled up at me. “It is thee and I, Frederick! Painted as if it were only yesterday.” 
 
    I leaned in closer, curiosity getting the better of me. Indeed, there we were: a miniature version of myself on one side—or rather, Frederick Somerset (who did appear to look alarmingly like myself) smiling warmly beside a lovely rendering of Lillian.  
 
    But how the bloody hell that was possible was anyone’s guess! 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER FIVE:
GRANT 
 
      
 
    The cold, damp air clung to my skin as I trudged back toward Scotland Yard, my shoes clicking against the cobblestone streets.  
 
    The familiar noise usually brought me a certain satisfaction, a reminder of my duty and my place in this world. But not today. Today, the sound echoed through me like the hollow emptiness of my recent endeavors. I’d spent the last two days reopening old files regarding Highgate Cemetery and seeking out those who could possibly provide answers about the Midnight Garden. For two days, I’d been chasing ghosts and dead ends, trying to find a way to release William Spencer from that blasted garden. In the end, I had little to show for my efforts, save for a mounting sense of frustration. 
 
    The witnesses I’d managed to track down provided me with nothing but reminders of my own miserable experience in the accursed place. They spoke of wandering the garden’s ever twisting and meandering paths, always uncertain how they came to be there, but unable to leave. And most of the victims also experienced the mystery of losing all sense of time. One thing in common I could draw from the various tales was that each person was imprisoned within the garden for only a short amount of time—no more than a few days, if that. No one had spent any long-term stretches of time within the garden, and I found that fact interesting. It was almost as if the garden sucked them in, took a moment or two to taste them, only to spit them back out again. And the exact same situation had happened to Philippa and myself.  
 
    Mrs. Whitmore had played prisoner to the garden for a couple of weeks longer and though I was keen to speak to her about her time there, she was not keen to speak with me. Truly, the Midnight Garden had had quite a dramatic effect on Mrs. Whitmore and, as she explained later, she wanted nothing more than to pretend her purgatory there had never happened.  
 
    So, here I was, without much to show for my efforts over the last two days. Instead of answers, I was stuck with my original questions: how did each person escape? Why were they chosen to enter the garden in the first place? And why had the garden allowed them to leave? As far as I could tell, there was no rhyme nor reason regarding the people the garden seduced—they were women and men of various ages, appearances, demeanors and social status. Some were wealthy, some were not. Some were handsome or beautiful, others were not. Some were young, some were old. Some were loud and boisterous, others quiet and introspective. Some were married, some were not. I could not find one bloody common thread amongst any of them. 
 
    “Blast it!” I swore to myself while stepping into my office. But before I could think another irritating thought, I was halted in my tracks when I found Philippa sitting casually behind my desk, bouncing back and forth as if she belonged there. The sight of her, so completely at ease in my sanctuary, grated on my nerves. 
 
    “Philippa,” I grumbled, “I don’t recall inviting you to take up permanent residence in my office.” 
 
    “I’ve hardly taken up permanent residence, Grant,” she answered with a mocking laugh as she stood up and approached me. Lately, she’d been favoring gowns that were more manly in their design—narrow skirts that clearly outlined her hips. The bustles Philippa preferred were certainly smaller than what was currently in fashion, if she wore one at all. Not that I was complaining—as far as figures went, Philippa certainly had a lovely one and any chance to see that delineation of waist meeting hips was always a chance worth taking. 
 
    As to this particular gown, it appeared to be gray wool, which made her usually cornflower blue eyes appear grayer. The color suited her well, but then I imagined any and every color would suit her well. 
 
    “But, my goodness, Grant, where in the world have you been?” she inquired in that way of hers that swiftly unbound all the tightly tied knots I’d attempted to wind around my desire for her. “I’ve been waiting for you for the better part of an hour!” 
 
    “I’ve been working—following up on leads,” I managed, giving her a frown as I breathed in deeply and wondered if this woman would ever stop vexing me. “The same thing you should have been doing.” 
 
    She pretended to yawn and gave me a knowing expression. “Right—I finished following up with my leads hours ago.” 
 
    I gave her another frown as I closed the door behind us (to prevent any eavesdroppers from overhearing our conversation) and found myself pacing the small confines of my office, only to stand by the window, staring out at the bustling streets of London below.  
 
    My frustration regarding the last two days gnawed at me like a rat feasting on scraps. Despite my tireless efforts, I was no closer to unravelling the mystery of the Midnight Garden than when I’d started. And that fact did not sit well with me. I was a lead Detective Inspector of Scotland Yard for a reason—mainly because I was good at my job. And yet, this blasted case continued to escape me. Clenching my fists, I fought hard to keep my anger from getting the better of me. 
 
    “You look as if you’re ready to punch a hole in the wall,” the American cyclone commented, forcing her way into my line of sight. Then, she plopped her hands on her hips and grinned up at me, acting as if she had not a care in the world. Often, I wondered if that were true—if all Philippa thought about, day in and day out, was how to make my life infinitely more difficult. 
 
    “Perhaps I am.”  
 
    “Any progress with your case files?” she asked hopefully. 
 
    “None,” I grumbled, returning to my desk with a sigh. “Every witness I’ve spoken to has told the same story—wandering through the garden, losing track of time, and being unable to leave. But no one can tell me how they escaped, or why they were chosen to enter the cursed location in the first place.” 
 
    “Grant, we knew this wouldn’t be easy,” she reminded me gently, pushing a strand of blonde hair behind her ear. She did not wear a hat this day and I found I preferred to look upon her without anything obstructing her beauty. Her hair was always primly styled in some form of updo and I found myself thinking I would have paid good money to see it unbound and free.  
 
    “If this all just winds up becoming a wild goose chase, then I’ve wasted valuable time that could have been spent working on other, more important cases,” I muttered as I shook my head and returned my gaze to the bustling London street once more. It was far easier to look upon the city than the beauty of Philippa’s face. 
 
    “Well, we can’t give up yet. Spencer’s life may very well depend on us.” 
 
    I sighed, knowing she was right, but I was beginning to believe there might not be any way to save Mr. Spencer. Perhaps once the garden chose its victim, that was it—there was no releasing them again unless the garden chose to do so.  
 
    “And you?” I started, turning to face her. “Have you been successful in any of your inquiries?” 
 
    She sighed as she shook her head. “Not very much, I’m afraid.” Then she sighed once more. “Perhaps we’re asking the wrong questions,” she continued, her brow furrowing as she reconsidered the problem. “Or maybe we just haven’t found the right witness yet.” 
 
    “Perhaps,” I conceded, my mind exhausted from all the contrasting possibilities.  
 
    “Grant,” she continued nonchalantly, leaning her attractively pert rear against my desk as she crossed her legs beneath her skirts and regarded me with interest. “I do have a bit of good news, however.” 
 
    “Do you?” Perhaps she’d succeeded where I’d failed with these blasted interviews. “Then you were successful at something?” 
 
    She cocked her head to the side. “Well, yes and no.” She paused as I gave her an expression that encouraged her to explain. “I’ve spent the past two days speaking with witnesses and going over files, only to come up empty-handed, quite similar to your own experience.” 
 
    “That doesn’t sound like good news to me.” 
 
    She smiled. “If you’d let me finish...” I made a show with my hand for her to carry on. “I was quite frustrated, as I imagine you were too—” 
 
    “I still am.” 
 
    She smiled. “But then I came across Charles Townsend’s file, and that’s where my bad luck shifted for the better.” 
 
    “Oh?” 
 
    She nodded. “Something about his account of his garden experience stood out to me.” 
 
    “Why should his account be any different than the others?” I asked skeptically, not entirely certain where I’d heard the name ‘Charles Townsend’ before, but I knew I had—there was something too familiar about it to go unnoticed. 
 
    “His account was quite different and quite extraordinary,” Philippa explained, her eyes brimming with conviction. “Charles’ experience in the Midnight Garden was also quite unique. His testimony, as far as I could tell from the papers inside his file, mind you, contained details the other files and witnesses lacked and... well, I truly believe he can help us free Spencer.” 
 
    That was when I recalled Charles Townsend’s file and the quite improbable story he’d related regarding Highgate Cemetery. At least, I imagined I had in mind the right man, but I wanted to be certain. “What was so special about his testimony?” 
 
    “According to his file, Charles went missing in Highgate Cemetery until he randomly reappeared five years later, as if the garden had simply swallowed him up, then spat him out again.” 
 
    “Ah, that Charles Townsend.” 
 
    “Right,” she nodded briefly, but it turned into a shake of her head. “Although I must admit to one small problem.” She paused a moment. “I haven’t actually been able to locate Mr. Townsend in order to discuss his incredible account.” She looked at me sheepishly then, as if already anticipating my disapproval. “I visited the address listed in his file, you see, but it appears the house has since been sold. The new residents kindly provided me with a forwarding address for the Townsends, but upon arriving at that address, I discovered the Townsends had never lived in that location.” 
 
    “You don’t say.” My tone was flat, but inside, my frustration simmered. Now that I recalled Charles Townsend’s name, I also recalled the specifics of his case—specifics that Philippa clearly hadn’t read. No doubt, his folder wasn’t complete and must have been missing a few pages—most likely due to being filed in the wrong place. There was certainly a reason the commissioner had been so keen to organize our files as they were currently anything but. 
 
    “Charles Townsend is the answer, Grant, I’m quite sure of it,” Philippa continued, her determination shining in her gaze. “His account of the garden holds secrets untold by any other witness. If we can just find him and speak with him ourselves, I’m certain he can provide the answers we seek.” 
 
    “You have more than just the small problem of locating him,” I informed her. “Quite a much larger problem, actually.” 
 
    She frowned. “And what is that larger problem?” 
 
    I shrugged. “The reason you weren’t able to find him, nor his current living accommodations is because Charles Townsend currently resides in Bedlam Asylum.” 
 
    Her eyes widened. “Bedlam... you mean the insane asylum?” 
 
    “Aye.” 
 
    “Are you certain?” 
 
    “Aye,” I repeated grimly. “He was admitted several years ago, when he was found wandering Highgate and well... obviously quite deranged. As far as I know, he’s still living there.” 
 
    “Then we shall go to Bedlam,” she announced without hesitation, jumping up from my desk as if we should leave that very moment.  
 
    “Philippa,” I began, running a hand through my hair in frustration, “you don’t simply go to Bedlam.” 
 
    She arched one brow at me at the same moment that a smirk appeared on her lips. “Well, certainly I can’t simply go to Bedlam, but the lead Detective Inspector of Scotland Yard goes wherever he chooses to go.” 
 
    I frowned. “While that might be true, let me point out another facet to this case you obviously haven’t considered—Charles Townsend is no doubt completely daft, and even if he could help us, there’s no guarantee we’ll get any sense out of him, much less, any valuable information.” 
 
    “And what other options do we have available to us? We’ve been at this for days and still have nothing to show for it,” she complained, her blue eyes blazing with renewed determination. “We need to take this chance, Grant. If there’s even the slightest possibility that Mr. Townsend can help us free Spencer, we have to take the chance.” 
 
    “Bloody hell, but you are the most stubborn of women!” I muttered under my breath. I knew fully well that she wouldn’t be dissuaded away from this errand. Once Philippa set her mind to something, there was no swaying her.  
 
    “Thank you, Grant. I take that as a compliment,” she replied, a hint of a smile playing on her lips. 
 
    “And if you discover Charles Townsend is as mad as a hatter? What then?” I asked in an attempt to emphasize the gravity of our situation. Naturally, I believed a visit to Bedlam to interview Charles was simply another waste of my very precious time. And, as it was, I’d already wasted enough precious time. “If you find him speaking with the shadows and conversing with ghosts?” 
 
    “Who knows what truths might be found in the ramblings of a madman?” 
 
    “Ugh.” 
 
    “We must speak with him, Grant. He could very well hold the key to the Midnight Garden.” 
 
    “Philippa,” I hesitated, knowing good and well that Bedlam Asylum was no place for a lady—I could only imagine all the things she might witness—and well, even the thought of them made me shudder. “Visiting an asylum is not exactly a stroll through Hyde Park. The conditions there can be quite grim, even bordering on traumatic and graphically upsetting.” 
 
    “I’m no shrinking violet, Grant Stirling.” 
 
    “And nor would I ever accuse you of being such, Philippa Fairfax,” I responded, rather archly. “But you don’t understand what you’re asking. There are things that go on in Bedlam that even the roughest of the rough would pale to see.” 
 
    “My mind is set on seeing and speaking with Charles Townsend.” She then held her nose up in the air and wrapped her arms over her chest as if to further establish her point. “If Charles is the key to freeing Spencer, I will stop at nothing to speak with him.” 
 
    I knew there was no dissuading her once her mind was set, but Christ, was it frustrating, all the same! “The people in that asylum are... well, they’re not in their right minds, Philippa. The things they say and do can be quite distressing, even for someone like me—a man who’s seen it all.” 
 
    “Your point?” 
 
    “That I must warn you that your delicate sensibilities... well, they might be irrevocably offended. You might leave there a changed person and not for the better.” 
 
    “Delicate sensibilities?” she scoffed, shaking her head. “Do you even know me, Grant?” 
 
    “Philippa, Bedlam is worse than whatever you can imagine it to be. Much, much worse.” 
 
    “And yet, I am still unfazed.” Her gaze never wavered from mine. “And I’m more than willing to face whatever horrors await us there if it means saving my friend.” She paused, taking a deep breath before adding softly, “I suspect you would do the same for someone you truly cared about.” 
 
    I didn’t like hearing her admit that she cared about the reprobate. Obviously, she did—otherwise she certainly wouldn’t have gone (and continued to go) to the lengths she had so far to obtain his freedom. Yes, I understood that. Not to mention the fact that she’d continuously referred to the cad as her ‘friend’. Yet hearing her say “someone you truly cared about” to describe her feelings for Mr. Spencer—well, I couldn’t ignore the jealousy that suddenly turned my stomach.  
 
    “Philippa...” I began, but she cut me off with a wave of her hand. 
 
    “If there is even the smallest chance that Charles Townsend can help us, then we must see him at once.” She raised one eyebrow at me in challenge. “Besides, you know as well as I do that I’ll go to Bedlam with or without you. But I’d much rather have you as my chaperone.” 
 
    I stared at her for a moment, taking in the stubborn set of her jaw, which told me all I needed to know. She was determined to see this through, with or without my help. Although I knew the risks involved in venturing into such a place as Bedlam Asylum, I couldn’t bear the thought of her going alone. No—no matter what, it would be far better if I accompanied her—that way, at the very least I could ensure her safety. 
 
    “Fine,” I sighed, refusing to even consider the idea of her visiting the wretched place on her own. Instead, I was now resigned to accompany her to the infamous asylum.  
 
    “Bedlam it is, then,” she announced with a smile.  
 
    Damn that William Spencer! 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER SIX:
PHILIPPA 
 
      
 
    As we approached Bedlam Asylum, officially known as the Bethlem Royal Hospital, I was struck by its exterior and the rather imposing and somber image it possessed. 
 
    Surrounded by a striking stone wall, the main building loomed before us, excessively tall and large, the architecture offering a sense of grandeur, as it seemed to extend in either direction as far as the eye could see. The façade was a mix of imposing brickwork and stern stone columns, the windows tall, narrow, and barred with iron.  
 
    The building was symmetrical in its design, with a central entrance that featured a heavy wooden door flanked by the stone columns. I felt a sense of sadness clinging to the edifice, something that was reinforced by the somber walls, which further fueled the empty feelings of isolation and confinement. The hospital’s grounds included landscaped gardens and green spaces that seemed in direct conflict with the austerity of the building itself. The air smelled faintly of dampness, as if the very earth were mourning the human tragedies Bedlam housed. 
 
    Once we stepped through the heavy iron gates, I couldn’t help but notice the faint echoes of distant cries and anguished murmurs carried on the wind. 
 
    “Are you well?” Grant asked as he peered down at me when I stepped closer to him. 
 
    “Yes,” I managed while doing my best to give him a reassuring smile. 
 
    Upon entering the asylum, we encountered a reception area where Grant checked in with the hospital staff. The flickering gas lamps cast uneven shadows on the peeling wallpaper, revealing the wear and tear of time, which was evidenced everywhere I looked. The air was thick with a peculiar mix of antiseptics, staleness, and something indefinably musty.  
 
    The staff we encountered were neatly dressed in somber white uniforms, and they moved about with an undeniable air of detachment. They seem burdened by the weight of their responsibilities, their faces etched with a combination of weariness and desensitization to the pain around them.  
 
    As we were led to a waiting room, I glimpsed, through partially opened doors, cold, sterile rooms that housed the patients. Some patients (actually, they appeared to be more like inmates from a prison) were locked behind iron bars, staring blankly into space or pacing restlessly. Others huddled in the corners of their rooms, their eyes filled with a mixture of fear and doom. The clothing they wore was worn and mismatched, a stark contrast to the elaborate dresses and suits of the outside world. 
 
    Meanwhile, a cacophony of moans, occasional shrieks, and whispered conversations flowed through the building, as if we’d stepped into a world of ghosts and spirits. The entire experience put me on edge. Truly, my heart ached for those trapped within this hellish hospital, but our mission demanded our unwavering focus. 
 
    “God have mercy on them,” I whispered, unable to tear my gaze away from the sight of so many suffering souls before me. 
 
    “Bedlam is no place for the faint of heart, Philippa,” Grant warned me, glancing down with an expression of ‘I told you so’ painted on his face. “Are you certain you wish to continue?” 
 
    “Of course,” I replied, mustering all the courage I could find within myself.  
 
    “Inspector Stirling,” greeted a lanky man in a white coat, clearly one of the medical staff. “I am Dr. Bosnian. I was previously informed of your visit and, as I understand, you have come to see Mr. Townsend?” 
 
    “Pleased to meet you, Dr. Bosnian, and, indeed, that’s why we’re here,” Grant replied, his voice firm as he nodded to the man. “Is he fit to be interviewed?” 
 
    “Very unlikely,” the doctor admitted, adjusting his spectacles nervously. He had a rather round face, which appeared even rounder by the fact that there was not a single hair on his head. “Mr. Townsend has been particularly unresponsive of late.” 
 
    Hmm, that certainly didn’t bode well. 
 
    “Nevertheless, we should like to have a few words with him or attempt to,” Grant insisted, casting a sidelong glance at me. I nodded my agreement, steeling myself for what lay ahead of us. 
 
    The doctor’s eyes then landed on me. “The hospital is really no place for a lady, madam.” 
 
    “I’m aware,” I responded with a frown.  
 
    “Inspector,” the doctor continued, turning his attention to Grant when it became quite obvious he wouldn’t get through to me.  
 
    “The lady knows the risks,” Grant responded rather curtly. 
 
    “Very well,” the doctor acquiesced. “Follow me please.” 
 
    He led us through a series of dimly lit corridors, each turn revealing another heartrending scene of human suffering, from delirium to destitution. One particular patient appeared to have some sort of psychosis as he was in the midst of having a bold argument with himself.  
 
    “What sort of patients do you help here?” I asked the doctor. 
 
    “All kinds,” he answered, without turning back to face me. “Some are here because of their hallucinations or delusions. Others are afflicted with mood disorders and phobias. Still others are disruptive and have been admitted for such. And there are some who can only be described as ‘demented’.” 
 
    “Demented?” I repeated. 
 
    The doctor nodded. “I’m afraid they can’t understand a word you say to them and neither can you understand them.” 
 
    “My word.” 
 
    He nodded. “Our patients cannot conform to society, so, they end up here. We’ve also got one wing occupied by criminals and soldiers who believe themselves to still be in the midst of battle.” 
 
    I clenched my jaw, determined to maintain my composure, although a growing sense of dread weighed on my every step. 
 
    “Mr. Townsend’s room is just up ahead,” the doctor informed us in hushed tones. “I’ll wait outside the door, just in case...” 
 
    “In case?” Grant repeated. 
 
    The doctor nodded. “In case you should require my assistance.” 
 
    I was not quite certain what assistance we might require, but I also didn’t want to ask. Instead, I turned to face Grant who simply nodded at the man and thanked him, his eyes never leaving the path before us. 
 
    As we entered Charles Townsend’s small, barren room, the sight that greeted us was even more pitiful than I could have imagined. The man who’d once been a well-respected member of London society now lay on a filthy straw pallet, curled up into a fetal ball. He rocked himself rhythmically back and forth. His once fine features were now distorted by his alarming expression of madness. Truly, the look in his eyes was completely vacant, hinting that his brain was beyond logic and sanity. I began to wonder if this would prove to be nothing but another waste of our time, though I sincerely hoped not. 
 
    “Charles Townsend?” Grant ventured cautiously, stepping closer to the bedridden figure. “I am Inspector Stirling and this is Mrs. Fairfax.” No response. “We’ve come to have a few words with you.” 
 
    The only response from Charles was a strange gurgling sound that seemed to emanate from deep within his throat. His wild eyes darted about the room, as if he were searching for an escape from the shadows that shrouded him. 
 
    “Do you understand me, Mr. Townsend?” Grant pressed, his frustration creeping into his voice. “We’ve come to ask you for information—anything you can tell us about what happened the night you vanished in Highgate Cemetery.” 
 
    Still, Charles remained unresponsive, his gurgling only growing more intense as Grant’s questions continued. I watched, nearly despairing, as the man sunk further into the depths of his own torment. All the while, he continued to bob back and forth, reminding me of a buoy floating on the ocean’s surface. 
 
    “Mr. Townsend, can you speak to us?” Grant continued. 
 
    But Charles made no motion to do anything of the sort. In obvious defeat and with great vexation, Grant shook his head as he turned to face me. “This was yet another waste of our time just as I predicted it would be.”  
 
    “Perhaps,” I murmured, my gaze lingering on Charles’s tortured form.  
 
    With that, Grant turned around and began to walk back towards the door.  
 
    “Wait a moment, Grant,” I said, placing a hand on his arm. “Would you allow me a chance to speak with Charles?” 
 
    Grant hesitated for a moment. “I don’t know what good you think it will do.” 
 
    “It might not prove any different, but we’re here, so I might as well try.” 
 
    “Very well,” he answered on a sigh, eyebrows drawn. “Just don’t stand too close to him.” 
 
    I nodded as I walked towards the disheveled man, still being careful to keep enough distance. My heart was racing in anticipation and an equal amount of trepidation, as though I were approaching a wild animal. 
 
    “Mr. Townsend... Charles,” I began gently, “I’d like to speak with you about the Midnight Garden.”  
 
    He stopped his gurgling sounds then and ceased the incessant rocking, immediately looking up at me, his eyes going wide. 
 
    “He seems to have heard you and understood what you said,” Grant commented, clearly surprised. 
 
    I gave Charles an encouraging smile. “Do you remember the Midnight Garden, Charles?” The mere mention of the mysterious place seemed to agitate him as he began to nod repeatedly and started rocking back and forth again with rejuvenated force, but I pressed on. “A close friend of mine has gone missing inside that garden, Charles, and I have a feeling that you may be the key to helping me release him.” 
 
    Charles’s rocking grew more frantic. He opened his mouth as if to say something, but drool came out instead, dripping down to his chin. His eyes, wild and unfocused, flickered to mine for just an instant, before darting away once more. I could see the terror etched upon his face, and my own resolve wavered. 
 
    “Charles,” I began again. “Please... is there anything at all you can tell me about the Midnight Garden?” 
 
    Charles began to nod even faster as his rocking increased. I feared for him because he was moving so quickly, it looked like he might bang his head into the wall behind him.  
 
    “Philippa, perhaps we should go now,” Grant murmured from behind me, reaching out as he took my arm before pulling me away from the clearly distraught man. 
 
    “No,” I insisted, taking a deep breath. “Not yet.” 
 
    It was then that Charles made a noise that sounded like it was being strangled out of his throat. The noise he uttered sounded suspiciously like he was trying to say someone’s name.  
 
    “Yes, Charles, please repeat that,” I encouraged him. 
 
    “Li—” he started. “Lill—” 
 
    “Lill?” 
 
    “Lillian!” he yelled and then it was as if a floodgate suddenly opened in his brain, because he began repeating the name ‘Lillian’ over and over again, his tone growing more desperate and urgent with every repetition. 
 
    “Charles,” I started, trying to calm him because he was rocking back and forth so hard, he would definitely slam back into the wall and hurt himself. 
 
    “We’ve upset him,” Grant said, rather unhelpfully. “Mr. Townsend, please calm down,” he soothed but Charles wasn’t interested in calming down. Instead, he continued to cry out the name “Lillian,” only now it was punctuated with heart-wrenching sobs as tears freely fell from his eyes. 
 
    In a last-ditch effort to calm him, I reached out and touched his shoulder. Suddenly, the world around me dissolved into darkness, replaced by a vision that unfolded like a waking dream. In the vision, I saw Charles walking through fog-laden Highgate Cemetery, the soft glow of gas lamps casting eerie shadows across the tombstones. But this wasn’t the Charles that sat wailing and rocking back and forth before me now. This Charles was a sane and seemingly well-to-do man. Wearing a suit, a top hat and carrying a cane, he strolled through the cemetery while whistling until he turned and an expression of wonder appeared across his face.  
 
    The vision opened up then, allowing me to see what he was looking at and I immediately recognized the entrance to the Midnight Garden. Its verdant beauty stood in stark contrast to the surrounding gloom of the dark graveyard.  
 
    His curiosity obviously piqued, Charles walked into the garden and as the beauty of the foliage surrounded him, a beautiful woman materialized directly in front of him, her raven hair cascading down her back, her eyes filled with visible longing. But it was her clothing that most struck me as she looked like she’d stepped right out of the sixteenth or seventeenth century.  
 
    “Frederick,” she whispered, her voice as smooth as silk as she looked upon Charles and a wide grin lit up her whole face. “My long-lost love! At last, you have returned to me!” 
 
    Frederick? I wondered silently, physically sharing Charles’ own confusion and disbelief. 
 
    Suddenly, the vision vanished and I was left gasping for breath in the oppressive asylum room. I found myself facing Charles and he stared back at me. For a split second, I thought he was cognizant—there was real understanding in his expression. There was also surprise filling his eyes and I was fairly certain he realized that I’d somehow managed to catch a glimpse inside his mind, that I’d witnessed exactly what had happened to him inside the garden. Charles’ wild gurgling had ceased, thankfully, but it was replaced by a heavy silence that hung between us ominously. Then he blinked and his eyes flew wide open, his face contorting with a tormented anguish unlike anything I’d ever experienced. 
 
    “Lillian!” he shrieked, his voice hoarse and desperate. “Lillian, my only love! Why did you refuse me?! It’s me, Frederick! Your beloved! Your loyal servant! Do not forsake me, Lillian!” 
 
    His anguished cries echoed through the halls, and within seconds, two burly orderlies appeared in the doorway. Between the two of them stood the doctor. 
 
    “Step away from him at once, madam,” the doctor barked, and Grant quickly pulled me to the side. In no time at all, the orderlies moved to subdue Charles. 
 
    “Take me back to the garden!” Charles protested, thrashing and doing his best to extricate himself from their vise-like grip. “I must return to the garden and to my beloved Lillian! Lillian! Open the garden to me, I beg you! Allow me to return to you!” 
 
    “Come, Philippa,” Grant said quietly, guiding me out of the room.  
 
    “He’s finally coherent!” I yelled back at him, fighting against his firm hold which was like trying to fight a titan. I faced the orderlies who were currently wrestling with Charles as well as the doctor as I yelled louder, “He’s coherent and lucid! He’s speaking the truth! You must allow him to speak!” 
 
    But no one paid any attention to me. Instead, Grant forced me into the hallway, nearly throwing me over one shoulder in order to do so. 
 
    “Philippa, take a deep breath, for the love of God,” he said. 
 
    I shook my head and tried my best to wriggle free of his grasp, my heart racing while my brain warned me that I was suddenly very lightheaded. Damn society for insisting a woman squeeze into a corset! 
 
    “Grant, he knew about the Midnight Garden! Charles knew!” I yelled as I pounded my fists against Grant’s back. “Put me down at once!” 
 
    “I’ll only release you if you give me your word you won’t try to charge back into that room.”  
 
    “Blast you!” I yelled at him.  
 
    Grant responded by reaching into his waistband and producing a pair of manacles. “Philippa, I will restrain you if you give me no other choice.” 
 
    So, I stopped fighting him and, in response, he placed me back down on my feet. 
 
    “Put yourself to rights,” he ordered, frowning down at me. Then he took a deep breath and shook his head. “That man is not coherent in the least.” 
 
    “Grant, he looked me directly in the eyes as if he understood exactly what I was talking about,” I insisted. 
 
    “If you believe he was cognizant, then you are as crazy as he is.” Then he took my hand. “Now, before we cause any more trouble, let’s make haste from this awful place.” Without waiting for my response, he pulled me down the dimly lit hallway, and the whole way, I could hear Charles’ cries of protest and unrequited love fading into the distance. 
 
    When we were safely outside the confines of the building and standing in the greenery of the landscaped garden, Grant released me. Then he ran an agitated hand through his hair and breathed in deeply, before turning his quite irritated expression on me. 
 
    “Philippa, what the bloody hell happened in there?”  
 
    “I tried to tell you what happened, but you refused to listen!” 
 
    “I’m not referring to Charles Townsend.” He took another breath. “What happened to you?” 
 
    “To me?” I responded, shaking my head. The only thing that had happened to me was the vision with which I was suddenly struck regarding Charles and this Lillian woman, but how would Grant have known about that?  
 
    “Your eyes rolled back into your head and so I naturally feared the worst.”  
 
    I had not at all realized that when in the throes of a vision, my physical body was affected, but there it was, I supposed. “Well,” I started, “I saw something.”  
 
    “You saw something?” 
 
    I nodded, my mind racing to make sense of the vivid images that had flashed before my eyes.  
 
    “And what, pray tell, did you damned well see?” 
 
    “I believe I was able to somehow access Charles’ memories.” 
 
    “How is that possible?” 
 
    I glared up at him. “How is anything possible?” 
 
    He frowned at that. “Go on then. Explain what you saw.” 
 
    “It was a clear vision of the Midnight Garden, and Charles was meeting with a woman named ‘Lillian’ who believed he was her long-lost love, a man named ‘Frederick’.” 
 
    “Lillian?” Grant repeated as I nodded. “The same Lillian he kept yelling about?” 
 
    “Yes, the very same.” 
 
    “Christ,” he said, shaking his head, clearly puzzled and uncertain about how to assess any of it. I couldn’t blame him. I, too, was completely confused by the vision and what it could mean. Who in the world were Lillian and Frederick? And what possible connection could they have to the Midnight Garden? 
 
    “This may be the key to solving our case,” I decided as I looked up at Grant, who was still angrily looking back down at me. “We need to learn more about Lillian and Frederick, Grant. That, and of course, their connection to Charles and the Midnight Garden.” 
 
    “You and I are never stepping foot back in this godforsaken place ever again,” Grant retorted, his voice rough, and visible doubt lingering in his eyes. “Bloody hell! I don’t know what in blast just happened back there, but it scared the living daylights out of me!” 
 
    I knew there was no use in arguing with him and especially not here, when he was so understandably upset. “Let us return home and discuss what happened over a cup of tea then? That might help to calm us.” 
 
    “Tea?!” Grant scoffed. “I’ll need a bloody whiskey!” 
 
      
 
    ### 
 
      
 
    Later that evening, I paced the length of my office, my thoughts whirling with all the possibilities and uncertainty that had been brought about during the day. Grant had, in very stern terms, forbidden me to return to Bedlam Asylum, with or without him. After what had happened with Charles, I doubted anyone working there would allow me entry again. So, I had to consider Charles Townsend and whatever he might have to say a dead end, after all. 
 
    Still, we’d been able to discover more about the Midnight Garden in that short visit with Charles than either of us had in the last few days! I was frustrated, to say the least. 
 
    My thoughts then turned to my next course of action, now that another meeting with Charles was no longer an option. And that next course of action happened to involve a woman named Sophie Fenton, also known as ‘Madame Dubois’. Sophie was a charlatan medium who actually possessed psychic gifts, even if she didn’t want to admit as much. Sophie, Spencer, and I had been meeting with a true medium of innumerable paranormal abilities, Mrs. Thorndike, and we’d scheduled another session with her this very week. Now that Spencer had gone missing, that visit could no longer happen as he was my chaperone to Mrs. Thorndike who, unfortunately, lived in the East End. 
 
    Or could it? 
 
    Whatever was occurring inside the Midnight Garden, well, it was far beyond my own understanding to even venture a guess. But Mrs. Thorndike might be able to shed a little light on the subject—that is, if I were willing to travel into the East End unchaperoned! Of course, I knew it was something any knowledgeable person in his or her right mind would tell me was ludicrous. I’d had a hard enough time convincing Spencer to accompany me the first time.  
 
    My musings were interrupted by the chiming of the grandfather clock in the hall, striking the hour. Time was pressing on, and I needed to make a decision soon about whether or not I was going to appeal to Mrs. Thorndike (and Sophie) for help.  
 
    Hmm, the more I thought on the subject, the more I realized my mind was already made up to do just that, so now the question became: was I willing to travel into the East End alone? 
 
    That subject was causing me quite a bit of consternation. The answer was quite clear—simply tell Grant where I intended to go and get him to accompany me. But it was also an answer that was not very appealing, because I knew Grant would demand to know why I wanted to go to the East End (and would, no doubt, disapprove) and then I’d have to admit that I’d been going there for weeks already… with Spencer! 
 
    The foggy tendrils of the afternoon clouds outside my window grew thicker, casting eerie shadows on the walls of my office as I paced. My heart raced with uncertainty, my mind torn between revealing my intentions to Grant or proceeding alone. He definitely could be a ‘pain in the arse’, as Spencer would say, but I also felt so much safer with the idea of Grant beside me. Then again, there was his own safety to consider. Any detective spotted in the East End, alone save for a small-statured woman, would be an instant target to any criminal who happened upon us. 
 
    “Och, yer still up, are ye, me Pippa?” Mrs. Fergus’s voice interrupted my thoughts as she entered the room. Her arms were laden with freshly laundered linens but her unexpected arrival startled me, and made me jump. 
 
    “Mrs. Fergus!” I exclaimed, clutching at my chest. “You gave me quite a fright.” 
 
    “Me apologies, lass, but it seems ye’ve got enuff on yer mind wifout me addin’ to it,” she said, setting the linens down on a nearby table. Then she turned to face me and gave me a gap-toothed smile. “Care to share what’s troublin’ ye?” 
 
    I hesitated. Of course, I couldn’t tell her the truth—that I was contemplating a trip to the East End on my lonesome. If I told her as much, she (along with the help of Lucy and Elsie) would no doubt tie me to a chair and keep watch over me all night. “I’m quite torn regarding whether or not I should... well, whether or not to agree to see the inspector this evening.” 
 
    No matter what, I fully intended to inform Sophie that I needed to meet with her and Mrs. Thorndike this very evening—as far as I was concerned, it was an emergency.  
 
    “Ah, Inspector Stirlin’,” Mrs. Fergus chuckled and nodded. “Ye know jist how I feel aboot the bonnie detective.” 
 
    I laughed. “It seems hardly right to refer to the man as ‘bonnie,’ Mrs. Fergus.” 
 
    “Well, right bonnie he is,” Mrs. Fergus argued as she then faced me in earnest. “Now I’ll give ye a wee bit o’ advice, me girl. Fer when the time comes fer ye ta take the next step wif the handsome inspector.” 
 
    “I daresay that time will remain a distant future from now.” If ever, I thought to myself. Yes, there was a constant pull between us and there were moments when I wondered if we ever would lose control of ourselves (case in point: when Grant told me he was struggling to keep from kissing me), but those moments seemed to be occurring less and less. Mostly it seemed Grant was either attempting to distance himself from me or, if we happened to be within one another’s company, yelling at me. 
 
    “Do ye know anyfing aboot aphrodisiacs, me girl?”  
 
    I breathed in deeply as this was most certainly a conversation I did not want to have. “No, and I can honestly say, I’d rather not know whatever you have to tell me about them.” 
 
    “Aye, ye put yer head in the sand at yer own peril, me girl.” 
 
    “Mrs. Fergus—” 
 
    But she shook her head in such a way to let it be known that on this subject, she would not be silenced. “All men are oonconsciously attracted to the vaginal scent, ye see?” 
 
    “Oh, please no more, Mrs. Fergus,” I begged, as her lessons regarding anything of a bedroom nature were the absolute worst. 
 
    “Now the vaginal scent naturally gits mingled sometimes wif the urinal odor, owin’ to their close proximity an’ such, aye?” She didn’t wait for me to respond. “An’ urine isnae oonpleasant if it be fairly recent, ye oonderstand?” 
 
    “Mrs. Fergus, I honestly have no idea what in the world you mean,” I managed to say. “And I should prefer to keep it that way!” 
 
    She appeared quite cross then. “Pippa, ye moost keep up! I’m talkin’ aboot puttin’ yer urine in the inspector’s food or drink!” 
 
    “Oh, good heavens no!” I felt my mouth drop open in shock, nevermind the fact that I had no earthly notion as to how she expected me to orchestrate such an awful endeavor. 
 
    “Now ye needs only ta use a verra wee bit, so small so as not ta effect the taste o’ the food, nor the beverage, ye see? An’ ye should add yer personal concoction after the food’s already cooked, aye? Otherwise, yer special ingredient’ll be baked right outta the food, it would.” 
 
    “Mrs. Fergus, please—” 
 
    “—ye can also dab a handkerchief  delicately wif yer bodily liquids an’ keep it aboot ye. He shall be aware o’ the scent, aye, boot nae aware o’ it, ye oonderstand me, girl?” 
 
    “Please, please stop, Mrs. Fergus!” 
 
    “Men ‘ave been known to go mad wif longin’ oopon smellin’ a woman’s urine, me Pippa. An’ mayhap I need nae tell ye this last bit, boot ye moost never tell him yer secret. Ye must take it wif ye to yer grave!” 
 
    “For all that’s holy, I shall never repeat a word of this conversation to another living soul,” I promised her as I shook my head, wondering how I could manage to erase it permanently from my own mind. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER SEVEN:
PHILIPPA 
 
      
 
    I watched Mrs. Fergus as she began to fold the linens with such gusto that the room was instantly filled with the scent of lavender and starch.  
 
    The familiarity of the scent was comforting, but it did little to ease my dilemma. 
 
    To ask Grant to accompany me to the East End or not—that was the question. 
 
    “Oh, blast!” I said aloud, shaking my head, if only because this subject certainly wasn’t an easy one. 
 
    “Ye know whit ye need to do, lass.” Mrs. Fergus’s voice was firm, yet gentle. She paused in her folding and faced me with a staid expression on her kind face. Her jaw was tight, her lips even tighter and there was a sense of sternness about her that said she was immovable in her opinion.  
 
    “I do?” Unlike her, any opinions I had were clearly still unfixed and rather bendable. 
 
    “Aye,” she answered, nodding as her multiple chins bounced along with her head. 
 
    Perhaps I did know what to do—maybe the answer was already there, right in front of me. Perhaps it was as simple as asking Grant to accompany me to the East End. I knew he wouldn’t refuse—but I feared he’d forbid me to go there at all. In fact, I wouldn’t have eliminated it from the realm of possibility for Grant to see to it that I was put under house arrest! That was certainly a situation that would wreak havoc on any chance I had of meeting Sophie and Mrs. Thorndike. 
 
    “What is the answer, Mrs. Fergus?” I asked, genuinely hoping the old woman could manage to help me make a decision (even though she still didn’t know the specifics of the subject). This was more like me asking Fate to deliver its response through her. 
 
    She nodded her head once more, her mouth set in the same rigid line it had been. “‘ave yerself a quick wee an’ once the inspector arrives, we’ll add yer personal concoction to ‘is tea, we will.” 
 
    Well, that was not quite the message I’d been expecting from Fate. “Oh, for pity’s sake!” I nearly yelled at her, frustrated to find we were still on that blasted ridiculous conversation. “I shall do nothing of the sort!” 
 
    Mrs. Fergus began shaking her head then as she resumed her folding. “Then dinnae say I didnae warn ye.” 
 
    “Attracting the inspector isn’t what’s bothering me,” I explained as I began to pace the small area, wondering how in the world I could manage to come to a decision. Yet, I had to decide what to do very soon as I was planning on visiting Mrs. Thorndike this very evening. Truly, I had no time to waste where Spencer’s safety was concerned.  
 
    “If ye arenae interested in attractin’ the inspector, then what’s it that’s botherin’ ye, me girl?” 
 
    “I... well, I don’t know whether or not I should...” Hmm, how to put it without actually stating it? “Allow the inspector to... accompany me somewhere.” 
 
    She frowned at my answer and then shook her head as if whatever thoughts entered my head were not for her to decipher. There were certainly times when I felt as if Mrs. Fergus thought I could be quite daft and I assumed this was one of those moments. 
 
    “Troost yerself,” she answered on a shrug.  
 
    “Trust myself?” 
 
    She nodded. “Aye. If ye believe Mr. Stirlin’ should accompany ye, then tell ‘im to accompany ye. Boot if ye fink ‘tis best to go alone, ‘ave faith in yer own decision, an’ stick wif it, me lass.” 
 
    Her words offered solace, but the weight of my mental conflict still pressed heavily upon me. 
 
    “Thank you, Mrs. Fergus,” I murmured, my gaze flitting back towards the fog-shrouded window. “Your insight and advice are always appreciated.” At least they were when they didn’t have anything to do with vaginal or urinal scents, anyway. 
 
    “An’ are ye goin’ to tell me where yer considerin’ havin’ the inspector escort ye?” 
 
    “No,” I answered almost immediately. “It’s... well, it’s best you don’t know.” 
 
    She fixed me with an expression that clearly indicated she didn’t like my response and then began shaking her head. As she took her load of washing and turned back towards the hallway, muttering all along, I was abandoned once again, alone with only my thoughts for company. 
 
    However, it was then that I realized something—since being released from the Midnight Garden, I hadn’t had a visit from Patrick! Now it might have seemed strange that I was only now realizing as much, but truly, my mind had been fully occupied with thoughts and schemes regarding how in the world we were going to release Spencer. There had been little space to think of anything else.  
 
    “Patrick?” I called out to the empty room, twirling around myself to check and see if he might appear. “Patrick, can you hear me?” 
 
    Not only had I not seen Patrick since my release from the garden, but I hadn’t felt him either. Usually there was what I liked to call an ‘essence’ of Patrick lingering in the house. Even if I didn’t see him, I could always somehow feel him and since being released, I hadn’t seen nor felt him. Granted, I’d only been released five days ago, which might not have been considered a very long time. Furthermore, Patrick’s visits were certainly nothing comparable to clockwork, yet I still found it strange.  
 
    Hmm, I thought to myself. Was it possible the garden had somehow taken something from me? Could it have somehow blocked me from seeing or feeling Patrick? Of course, I had no answer. The only thought I did have foremost on my mind was that I absolutely needed to pay a visit to Mrs. Thorndike and Sophie as soon as possible. This newest revelation drove me even more. 
 
    And as to Grant, I quickly made up my mind—I would leave the answer of whether or not he might accompany me to see Mrs. Thorndike to the hands of fate. I would send Grant a message and if he was not able to join me immediately, then I decided I would depart, without him. My decision finally made, I strode purposefully to my writing desk, the polished mahogany gleaming beneath the soft glow of the gas lantern. Picking up a sheet of cream-colored stationery, I dipped the nib of my pen into the inkwell, allowing the dark liquid to seep into its grooves before pressing it to paper. 
 
    Dear Grant, I wrote, my hand steady and confident despite the tumultuous emotions churning inside me. I believe I’ve uncovered the solution regarding our investigation into The Midnight Garden. I’m fully convinced that the answer I’ve discerned may be the only way to understand what is truly going on at Highgate Cemetery.” 
 
    Pausing, I considered how best to phrase my request for his assistance without betraying my own doubts as to whether or not he’d agree to help me. Furthermore, I didn’t want to tell him exactly where we were headed until we were well on our way there.  
 
    My heart raced as I continued: I should appreciate your company as we delve deeper into this mystery. Furthermore, I do apologize for the late notice, but I’m planning to depart my home very soon.” I checked the grandfather clock that stood beside the far wall before returning pen to paper. Currently, the time is half past six. Thus, if you receive this missive in time and you wish to accompany me, please arrive no later than... I looked up as I silently tried to figure the time it would take for my message to be delivered as well as for Grant to hail a hansom to arrive here. Half past seven, I continued. If you choose not to come, I will respect your decision, however, I will also proceed on my mission alone. 
 
    Yes, the message was furtive enough to incite his interest, but also confusing, muddled and it would certainly ignite his cross temper, but what choice did I have? I needed him to play the part of guardian although I didn’t want him to understand much of what was going on. If I could have tied a blindfold over his eyes, I would have jumped at the opportunity. 
 
    Hmm, a blindfold wasn’t such a terrible idea... 
 
    I shook my head and wiped the silly thought right out of my mind as there was no chance that Grant would willingly allow me to blindfold him. 
 
    Shame. 
 
    With a flourish, I signed my name at the bottom of the page and folded the letter carefully, sealing it with a dab of hot wax on which I stamped Patrick’s crest. Glancing at the clock once more, I calculated that Grant would have just enough time to receive my note and make his decision, if, in fact, he were still in his office to receive it. If not, I supposed that was Fate’s way of telling me to proceed on my own. 
 
    “Mrs. Fergus!” I called out. 
 
    “Aye, me Pippa?” she asked, poking her head around the doorframe. 
 
    “Would you please ensure that this message is delivered to Inspector Stirling at Scotland Yard as quickly as possible? It’s of the utmost urgency.” 
 
    “O’ course, me girl,” Mrs. Fergus assured with a nod, and a secretive smile as if she were pleased to know I was officially including the inspector on my mysterious outing. Of all the people in London, Mrs. Fergus ranked at the very top of the inspector’s admirers. And I was quiet certain that part of the reason for her approval was owing to the fact that they both came from Scotland.  
 
    She took the letter from my outstretched hand and disappeared down the dimly lit hallway, calling for Lucy, who was usually our first choice as courier. Lucy was much faster on her feet than Mrs. Fergus could ever hope to be and she didn’t dawdle quite as much as Elsie did. 
 
    Alone once more, I paced the length of my office, my thoughts alternating between excitement and trepidation as the minutes slipped away. What if Grant were unable to join me or failed to receive my letter in time? Was I truly prepared to face whatever lay ahead without his steady presence by my side? And yet, the thought of him refusing to accompany me (once he learned of our destination) worried me all the more. As for Sophie? I could only hope she was home at this hour. Thinking I might as well alert her of my impending arrival, I penned a letter to her as well and then asked Mrs. Fergus to send Elsie off to deliver it. 
 
    A shudder passed through me at the thought of visiting the East End alone. “Philippa Fairfax,” I muttered under my breath, stopping in front of the window and catching my own reflection. “You’re strong, intelligent, and capable. You can do this, with or without Grant.” 
 
      
 
    ###
GRANT 
 
      
 
    I’d barely reached the steps to Philippa’s front door, when it seemed to throw itself open, exposing the elegant vision that turned out to be Philippa Fairfax.  
 
    “Ah, Inspector Stirling, you’re right on time,” she said rather archly, as if she were annoyed I hadn’t appeared earlier. The woman was a damned enigma and one I (with increasing frustration) could not figure out. She then gave me a clipped smile. Her blonde hair was all done up in a low chignon beneath her navy-blue hat. The deep blue hue set off her eyes and made them sparkle like sapphires.  
 
    She descended the steps towards me, her wool gown (of a matching navy shade) swishing around her ankles. 
 
    “It’s a wonder I’m on time at all, given the slim margin you allowed me,” I greeted her, tipping my hat even though I gave her a frown.  
 
    “Yes, well, let’s put all that behind us now, shall we?” she replied, her voice lilting and confident. She spared me a look for perhaps two seconds before her attention turned to the busy Kensington street before us.  
 
    I raised an eyebrow, wondering what the precocious American had in that blasted mind of hers—whether we would find ourselves on a healthy jaunt around Hyde Park or a covert mission to the rear entry of Bedlam Asylum was anyone’s guess. 
 
    “First though, we’ll need a cab,” she said as she glanced up the street. Then, with a wave of her gloved hand, she hailed a passing hansom. The horses slowed to a stop, and the driver looked down expectantly. 
 
    “Where to, madam?” he asked, his gaze flickering between us as though trying to understand what we were to one another, the differences in our social stations quite obvious. Or perhaps that was just my imagination. As Philippa came from a large fortune, she was always dressed in the latest fashion. I, on the other hand, always appeared to be exactly what I was—an inspector of Scotland Yard, surviving on a fixed income. Although it wasn’t a small income, certainly, it was also in no way comparable to Philippa’s. Although that fact had never bothered me before, it, rather strangely, bothered me now. 
 
    With a mischievous grin, Philippa reached into her reticule and withdrew a small slip of paper. She then extended her arm toward the driver, who hesitated before taking it. My irritation flared as I realized she’d written the address on the note, rather than simply telling him, because she clearly didn’t want to announce the destination in front of me. 
 
    “Really, Philippa? Is that necessary?”  
 
    “Obviously, it is necessary or I wouldn’t have just done it,” she responded, rather unhelpfully.  
 
    The driver, meanwhile, squinted down at the note, his brow furrowing in confusion. “Are you certain this is where you want to go, miss?” he asked doubtfully, shaking his head. “Is there a chance ye may ‘ave gotten the address wrong?” 
 
    “No, this is exactly where I wish to go—but make the first stop in Hackney,” she replied, her voice smooth and determined. “Please take us there without further delay.” 
 
    “Very well,” the driver sighed, shaking his head. 
 
    “Now, help me into the cab, won’t you?” Philippa asked as she turned to face me and held out her arm, giving me little choice in the matter. I saw to it that she was seated comfortably, as the scent of horse and damp cobblestone wafted through the air, mingling with the faint aroma of her vanilla perfume—a scent both subtle and intoxicating. Once she was seated, I took my place across from her and knocked on the side of the cab to let the driver know we were settled. In response, the driver picked up the reins, the horses whinnied and swiftly began to move, setting our journey into motion… 
 
    I couldn’t help but feel a pang of unease as the cab trundled down the cobbled streets of London and my gaze settled on my silent companion.  
 
    “Are you planning on telling me our destination any time soon?” 
 
    “Grant,” she began, her voice gentle and soothing, “I know how you feel about surprises—” 
 
    “This is hardly a surprise,” I grumbled. “You clearly don’t want to tell me where in blast we’re going and I should like to know why.” 
 
    “I know you’re frustrated, but please believe me when I say that all will be revealed soon enough.” 
 
    “If you’re returning us to Bedlam Asylum, I shall refuse to enter.” 
 
    She smiled at hearing that and promptly shook her head. “I can promise you I have no intention of returning us to Bedlam.” 
 
    “Philippa,” I countered, trying to keep my temper in check, “I do not appreciate being whisked away to an unknown destination.” 
 
    “And yet… you came.” 
 
    I frowned. “I imagined you would tell me where we were headed upon my arrival!” 
 
    “Well,” she paused, “you were wrong.” 
 
    I frowned. “I’ll have you know that in the brief course of our... acquaintance, it has not become any easier for me to be your friend.” 
 
    She smiled at that. “Are you my friend, Grant?” 
 
    I shook my head and grumbled. “That’s a very good question.” 
 
    “Because most of the time, it seems you’re cross with me.” 
 
    “Because you do such things as this!” I said, raising my voice as I looked about myself. 
 
    She smiled. “Do you know what I believe?” 
 
    “No. Enlighten me.” 
 
    “I believe you quite like these quirky, little errands of mine.” 
 
    “Well, you’re quite wrong.” 
 
    “I believe that your life is dull and predictable and I supply you with a sense of spontaneity  and impulsiveness; and although it sometimes irritates you—” 
 
    “—most times irritates me—” 
 
    “—most times irritates you, I also provide you with a sense of mystery and intrigue and that is something you sorely need in your life.” 
 
    I frowned. “Might I remind you I’m a detective?” 
 
    “I am well aware of your occupation, you silly man.” 
 
    “Then you should realize that as a detective, I deal with mystery and intrigue on a day-to-day basis.” 
 
    She cocked her head. “Yes, well, I didn’t mean that sort of mystery and intrigue.” 
 
    “Well, it’s nice to know you’re so pleased with yourself.” 
 
    She giggled at that. “Before we reach our final destination,” she continued, “we must make a small detour as I mentioned to the driver.” 
 
    “A small detour?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “And shall I suppose you will dare to tell me where this small detour will take us?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Well?” I grumbled—getting information from Philippa was usually a painful affair. 
 
    “We need to pick up Sophie Fenton in Hackney.” She paused. “Well, that is, if she’s at home and received my message.” 
 
    “Who on earth is Sophie Fenton?” I asked, my frustration simmering beneath the surface as I studied her composed expression. The glimmer in her eye suggested she delighted in withholding information from me. 
 
    “Sophie Fenton is also known as ‘Madame Dubois’,” she explained. 
 
    “Madame Dubois?” I echoed, the name stirring a vague recollection. “Aye, I believe I know of her.” 
 
    “Do you?” She seemed surprised. 
 
    I nodded. “Madame Dubois—she’s a medium, is she not?” 
 
    “She is.” 
 
    I nodded. “She’s also got a string of unhappy customers who have gone so far as to file lawsuits against her for being a shameless charlatan.” 
 
    “True,” Philippa conceded, adjusting her gloves and smoothing her skirt as she nodded. “Sophie, er, Madame Dubois, is certainly a charlatan. But ironically, she also possesses the gift of channeling.” 
 
    “Channeling?” I scoffed, incredulous at the notion. “What in the bloody hell does that mean?” 
 
    “It means she has the ability to give spirits the opportunity to speak through her.” 
 
    I just looked at her blankly for a moment, still uncertain that I understood what I’d just heard. “Are you suggesting we’re going to see this woman for a supernatural reason?” 
 
    “Perhaps,” she replied cryptically, her lips curling into an enigmatic smile. “Or perhaps not.” 
 
    My thoughts tumbled over themselves as I tried to reconcile the absurdity of seeking help from a self-proclaimed psychic who was also an infamous fraud. “If she’s a charlatan, why should we put any stock into her supposed gift?” 
 
    “Because,” Philippa said, leaning in conspiratorially, “while she may deceive her clientele with elaborate ruses and false promises, her spiritual gifts are genuine. I’ve seen them proven myself.” 
 
    “Is that so?”  
 
    “It is,” she declared, her voice tinged with an air of defiance. 
 
    I studied her resolute expression as it occurred to me that Philippa Fairfax had a knack for steering me into uncharted waters, but more often than not, her instincts proved accurate. And whether it was foolish bravery or blind trust that guided me, I couldn’t deny the allure of the unknown. Nor the magnetism of this unpredictable woman. 
 
    As the cab rattled along the cobblestone streets, a feeling of uncertainty gnawed inside my gut. Was I truly prepared to entertain the notion of spirits and channeling and whatever else awaited me, however unlikely it could be? And if this Sophie Fenton woman did indeed possess such powers, how would they aid us in freeing William Spencer from that blasted garden? 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER EIGHT:
PHILIPPA 
 
      
 
    The carriage came to a halt outside Sophie’s modest, little house in Hackney, and I must admit I felt a sense of disquiet creeping over me.  
 
    I was nervous about this trip to Mrs. Thorndike’s and uncertain as to what made me more anxious—Grant’s reaction upon realizing where we were going, or what Mrs. Thorndike might have to say about the Midnight Garden... That is, if she could tell me anything about it at all. There might be a chance (no doubt, a good one) that she’d have no idea how to help Spencer return to us. Maybe she’d never even heard of the strange and enchanted garden appearing in Highgate. And if such were the case? I was at a loss if she told me she couldn’t help Spencer and all hope was gone! I didn’t know what I would do if that turned out to be the case. 
 
    As Sophie emerged from the doorway, the gas lamps lining the street flickered off her red hair, making it appear as if it were aflame. Sophie possessed a lithe figure, carrying herself with a graceful poise that no doubt drew the eye of any and everyone she encountered. Her height was neither too imposing nor too diminutive and her face was pretty, although that appealing attribute was somewhat dampened by the rather stern and distrustful expression she always wore. 
 
    Draped in a luxurious and dark purple gown that shimmered in the lamplight, the fitted bodice was cinched at the waist, accentuating her graceful figure, before cascading into a full skirt. While I’ve never regarded the wearing of bustles with much interest, Sophie appeared to believe the larger the bustle, the better. Truly, it was a wonder how she was even able to sit with the silly contraption. 
 
    I always thought the color palette Sophie preferred was directly a reflection of her connection to the spiritual realm. Deep purples, blood reds, midnight blues, and rich, velvety blacks were the only colors I’d ever seen upon her person, and they seemed to lend her an aura of ethereal sophistication—as if there were no doubt that she was aligned with the paranormal world and quite fashionably.  
 
    At the neck of her bodice, she wore a pendant revealing a large, dark gemstone, possibly onyx or obsidian, while her fingers flashed multiple gold rings with engravings, and an ornate, filigree-covered pocket watch that dangled from her waist. Clearly, the business of sham mediumship certainly paid well. 
 
    “Miss Fenton, thank you for agreeing to meet me on such short notice,” I greeted her warmly as Grant stepped out of the carriage and held the door for her and graciously saw to it that she was seated comfortably. Even if he might have been annoyed with me regarding the nature of this trip (something of which he was still in the proverbial dark), I was glad to see that he remained every inch the polished gentleman. 
 
    Once Sophie was happily seated, Grant then stepped back into the carriage and took the empty seat across from us, facing me with an expectant expression. Sophie, I noticed, was also facing me with a mirror image of the expression fixed on Grant’s face. 
 
    “Mrs. Fairfax,” Sophie greeted me, her eyes narrowing as they then shifted to Grant. There was a certain level of suspicion in her gaze as she studied him and none too friendly. It was the same expression she’d worn the first time she’d met Spencer, and the first time she’d met me, for that matter.  
 
    “Allow me to introduce my... associate, Inspector Grant Stirling,” I said, gesturing toward the man in question. 
 
    “Inspecta?” Sophie’s voice wavered as the suspicion with which she’d previously been regarding Grant turned to concern. Then she faced me and her frown became more obvious. “Wot’s ‘is business wif us then?” 
 
    “Rest assured, Miss Fenton,” I continued, attempting to put her at ease. “Grant’s visit has nothing to do with any official investigation—he’s simply accompanying us... well, just to protect us.” 
 
    “Indeed,” Grant added, but he seemed grumpy, all the same. “And as to what I am purportedly protecting you against, I am still uncertain.” 
 
    Sophie seemed to relax somewhat at my assurances, although she still eyed Grant with a certain wariness. “An’ me?” Sophie continued. “Wot’s the reason ye dragged me out ‘ere, then?” 
 
    “I asked for your assistance this evening, because I believe you may be able to assist us with a... personal matter,” I continued. 
 
    “A personal matter?” she repeated, frown fixed in place. 
 
    “Yes—one that has its roots inside the supernatural world.” 
 
    She folded her hands in her lap while she continued to spear us both with a narrowed gaze that was still just as distrustful as it had been. When her eyes landed on me once more, she raised her brows.  
 
    “Well then, quit yer tight-lips an’ tell me wot can I do fer the pair of ya?” Before either of us could respond, she continued, “An’ where’s yer numbskull of a bruvva, then?” 
 
    “Firstly,” I began, trying not to show any alarm at the expression of absolute surprise that overtook Grant’s face at the mention of my ‘numbskull brother’. 
 
    “Brother?” he repeated as he turned to face me with an offended expression—no doubt because I’d failed to ever tell him I had a brother. The reason for that, of course, was because I didn’t. Oh, goodness, the webs we weave... 
 
    I held up a hand to quiet him and to wipe that hangdog expression away and then cleared my throat as I again faced Sophie. “Ah, you misunderstood me, I’m afraid, Miss Fenton,” I said with a little laugh, although I was fairly certain this wasn’t the first time I’d explained just who Spencer was. I believed Sophie rather preferred to think of him as my idiot brother, even if she knew that wasn’t really the case. “Mr. Spencer was never truly my brother, nor is he a numbskull, for that matter. He’s very much—in control of his mental faculties.” 
 
    “Then Miss Fenton and Mr. Spencer are... already acquainted?” Grant asked, and the mere idea of such clearly perturbed him. 
 
    “Reckon ye could put it that way,” Sophie nodded. “The free o’ us ‘ave been—” 
 
    “Yes, they are acquainted but only briefly,” I interrupted, afraid she might blurt out information that Grant didn’t need to know, at least, not just yet.  
 
    “And are you going to explain how Miss Fenton and Mr. Spencer are acquainted?” Grant asked as he turned to face me. “And, for that matter, are you ever going to enlighten me as to where the bloody hell we’re going?” 
 
    I gave him a nervous smile. “I promise that once we arrive at our destination, I will tell you everything you wish to know.” I paused. “Well, some of it, anyway. But not right now.” 
 
    “For the love of…” Grant started as he shook his head and bit his lip, turning to face the blur of the city outside the window. The tips of his ears and the skin on his neck were both remarkably red—something which I didn’t imagine could bode well for me. 
 
    Pleased to no longer be the subject of Grant’s scowl, I faced Sophie once more, giving her a reassuring smile. “Mr. Spencer’s actually the reason for my calling on you, Miss Fenton.” 
 
    “Is ‘e?” 
 
    I nodded. “You see, Mr. Spencer... well, I’m afraid it’s quite an alarming story, but Mr. Spencer is missing.” 
 
    “Missin’?” Sophie repeated, her eyes displaying little interest. “Seems to me like most blokes disappear every bleedin’ weekend, soon’s they find themselves a proper pub, they do.” 
 
    “Right,” I started with a smile. “And while that might be true, I’m afraid Mr. Spencer’s disappearance is more paranormal in nature than due to simple drunkenness.” 
 
    “Though he’s also a drunken sot,” Grant added, not bothering to look at either of us.  
 
    “A paranormal disappearance?” Sophie repeated, frowning even more deeply.  
 
    So, I explained to her all the details I could regarding the Midnight Garden and how Spencer had become lost within it. While Sophie certainly struck me as a strange woman and unlike any I’d ever met before, I had to admit I was quite surprised by her reaction to my explanation. Rather than seeming the least bit surprised, interested, or inquisitive regarding such an outlandish tale, she seemed exactly the opposite—unconcerned and almost bored.  
 
    “Wot’s it ye need from me, then?” 
 
    “Well, Mr. Spencer is in a bit of trouble and I was hoping that you and Mrs. Thorndike might be able to help me help him,” I replied, recalling how Mrs. Thorndike had mentioned our abilities called out to one another—that they were somehow united.  
 
    “Mrs. Thorndike?” Grant repeated as he turned to face me with another pointed frown. “And who the bloody hell is she?” 
 
    “Well, she’s a woman,” I started. 
 
    “I bloody well expect she’s a bloody woman!” 
 
    “Blimey, this bloke’s got ‘im a proper fiery temper, ain’t ‘e?” Sophie commented, while giving Grant a side eye. 
 
    “Yes, as a rule, he’s generally quite cross,” I answered. 
 
    “Enough about me!” Grant roared. “Philippa,” he continued, his voice lower and more measured, “I demand you divulge to me exactly where we’re going this minute and why.” 
 
    “Very well,” I sighed dramatically, all the while wondering if we were far enough from Hackney and close enough to the East End that Grant wouldn’t demand we immediately turn around, once he learned the truth. “We are currently en route to pay a visit to Mrs. Thorndike, a recent acquaintance of Miss Fenton’s and mine and a lady who is truly well-versed in all things spectral.” 
 
    “And why are we going to see this Mrs. Thorndike?” he inquired. 
 
    “Well... because she may be able to help us free Spencer from the garden.” Wasn’t that much obvious? 
 
    “And how in blazes would she know how to help us free Mr. Spencer?” 
 
    “She possesses gifts from the occult,” I responded with a shrug.  
 
    “Whatever the bloody hell that means.” 
 
    “The occult,” Sophie responded. “Well, ‘tis a bit like them hidden secrets an’ mystic stuff what folks likes ta keep hush-hush.” 
 
    Grant frowned at her. “I bloody well know what the occult is!” 
 
    She crossed her arms over her chest and shook her head as she responded to his comment with a well-defined frown. “Well, if that’s the case, ye shouldn’t ‘ave gone an’ bloody-well asked me then,  should ye?” 
 
    Grant kept his frustrated expression pasted to my face. “And where does this Mrs. Thorndike reside, Philippa?” 
 
    “Grant, please don’t make any more fuss,” I said, my eyes meeting his imploringly. “And please, for once, just trust me.” 
 
    “I’d have to be a fool to trust you.” 
 
    Sophie laughed at that. I did not. 
 
    “That’s hardly fair,” I started. 
 
    “Where does Mrs. Thorndike live, Philippa?” he repeated. 
 
    I breathed in deeply. “Well, now that is quite an interesting topic, leading to an equally interesting conversation. As she is quite an... hmm, how would I put it?” I paused, trying to think of exactly how I should put it, “an unconventional woman, she doesn’t live anywhere you might expect her to.” 
 
    “She lives ova on Dorset Street, out in the East End. Ye mighta caught wind o’ that area, Inspecta, what wif all that Jack the Ripper business ‘appenin’ ‘round there,” Sophie spat out rather abruptly. When I turned to give her a look, she simply shrugged. “If ye weren’t gonna tell ‘im, someone ‘ad to.” 
 
    Grant, meanwhile, suddenly appeared to have quite a lot in common with a kettle that had just reached its boiling point. 
 
    “Is that true, Philippa?” 
 
    “Is what true?” I asked as I gave him a most pleasant smile in my attempt to keep the atmosphere tranquil. 
 
    “What Miss Fenton just said!”  
 
    I responded by feigning extreme interest in the gloved fingers of my left hand. “Well, yes, I suppose it’s partly true...” 
 
    “Jack the bloody Ripper?!” 
 
    I looked up at him then, and immediately regretted doing so—now it wasn’t just the tops of his ears and his neck that were turning all shades of red, but the same ruddy hue was brazenly filling his cheeks and leaking into the rest of his face. “She has all the resources we need, Grant!” 
 
    “You’ve lost your bloody mind!” he exclaimed as he began earnestly shaking his head and I worried this errand might be over before it even began. Damn Mrs. Fergus for talking me into inviting such a disagreeable man! 
 
    “The East End is no blasted place for a lady, Philippa!” 
 
    “Yes, well—” I started, but he interrupted me before I could continue. 
 
    “It’s beyond unsafe, even for me!”  
 
    “Well, you ain’t got no need ta worry ‘bout Mista Ripper, Inspecta. Seems ‘e’s only gotta taste fer carvin’ up them workin’ girls, ‘e does.” 
 
    Grant gave Sophie a look of very little interest before his irate gaze was promptly returned to me.  
 
    “This is sheer madness,” he announced, vehemently shaking his head. 
 
    “I’m well aware of what the East End is like, Grant,” I responded rather defiantly because the truth was that I did not enjoy being yelled at—not at all. “But I also know that we must do everything in our power to free Spencer from his incarceration. And, as I said before, Mrs. Thorndike has... abilities that could prove invaluable to our cause.” 
 
    “Is this why you asked me to come along then?” Grant demanded, crossing his arms against his chest as he regarded me with anything but kindness. At least the color in his face was beginning to blanch and he looked much less like a candied apple. Now he more resembled a peach. 
 
    “Is what why?” 
 
    “Good God, Philippa, you are making me want to pull all my bloody hair out!” 
 
    I held my chin in the air. “It’s not my fault your conversational skills are rather confounding.” 
 
    His glare became even more pronounced. “Did. You. Invite. Me. Tonight. Because. You. Required. A. Chaperone?” 
 
    “Well,” I started, but I never was very convincing at telling a fib, so rather than lying to Grant and saying that it was only because of his friendly, calming and chatty personality that I extended my invitation to him, I simply said nothing more. 
 
    “Usually, we ‘ave Mista Spencer keepin’ us safe, we do,” Sophie explained, again rather unhelpfully. “But seein’ as ‘e’s gone frolickin’ in that peculiar garden, I reckon havin’ you ‘round’s betta than nuffin’.” She then cocked her head to the side as she studied him. “All the same, Inspecta, maybe ye should work on keepin’ that fiery temper o’ yours in check, eh?” 
 
    I just breathed in deeply as I realized this situation was going from bad to worse. 
 
    “We will have words about this later, Philippa,” Grant said and the anger in his tone was palpable. 
 
      
 
    ### 
 
      
 
    The rattling of the carriage wheels over the cobblestones seemed to grow louder as we entered the East End, or perhaps that was just my heightened awareness of the dangers that lurked on these squalid streets. I could feel the tension radiating from Grant as he peered out the hansom window. After Sophie’s declaration about Mrs. Thorndike, the East End, Jack the Ripper, and Spencer’s history of accompanying us here more than once, Grant had simply refused to speak another word to either one of us. And although I found his silence certainly off-putting, I supposed it was better than his anger. And it was vastly better than if he’d insisted we turn the carriage around! 
 
    “‘ere we are,” called the driver, slowing the horses to a stop outside a particularly grimy tenement building, but one that I now knew well. Its windows were cracked and smudged with soot, and the paint was peeling away in ragged strips.  
 
    Grant said nothing as he opened the door and held it for us, offering both of us his hand in order to assist us from the cab. After he helped Sophie out, he held out his hand to me but refused to look at me. I just sighed, because I knew Grant’s temper well and it was an exhausting thing, really.  
 
    The three of us then made our way toward the building’s entrance and all the while, I could hear the faint sounds of laughter and singing that drifted in from the open windows above us. Unfortunately, the noise was coming from a place of drunken recklessness rather than from any form of innocent merriment.  
 
    Before Grant could ask the driver to wait for us, the man was off and our only means of a reliable escape hurried down the cobbled road, turned a corner, and then vanished out of sight. 
 
    “Stay close, both of you,” Grant warned as we approached the door. “And don’t speak to anyone.” 
 
    “Understood,” I whispered, my resolve unwavering. 
 
    “I ain’t no pushova,” Sophie whispered. “I can look out fer meself, I can,” she finished, her tone challenging despite the fear that flickered in her eyes. She then clutched her shawl tightly around her shoulders and took a step closer to Grant. 
 
    Speaking of the man, he turned to face me then and his features seemed suddenly set in stone.  
 
    “Philippa, as far as your hijinks go, this is one of the stupidest stunts you’ve ever pulled,” he said. 
 
    I could only hope that by the end of this evening, I wouldn’t find myself agreeing with him. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER NINE:
PHILIPPA 
 
      
 
    “Where’s the third o’ yer party, Mr. Fairchild?” Mrs. Thorndike asked from where she sat at her rickety wooden table, her gaze sweeping over the room as if she expected him to be lurking in a shadowy corner.  
 
    ‘Fairchild’ was the name Spencer had given the old woman upon introducing himself. Apparently, he hadn’t wanted her to know his true identity (for reasons only known to him). I couldn’t say that had been much of a surprise, because it seemed aliases followed Spencer just as bountifully as did ladies jewelry.  
 
    “Ah, yes,” I replied, adjusting my hat as I tried to keep my composure, but I was deeply afraid that this visit might be for naught if Mrs. Thorndike couldn’t help me. “Mr. Fairchild is the very reason we’ve come to seek your assistance, Mrs. Thorndike.” 
 
    “Is ‘e now?” she responded with an arched and very furry eyebrow, her curiosity clearly piqued. She was an imposing figure of a woman, even if she seemed older than time itself, and was rather hunched over. Still, she possessed a regal air about her despite the modest surroundings of her home and its location in the most unsavory part of London. 
 
    “Who’s ‘e?” she asked with a nod of her head as she turned to face Grant. 
 
    I cleared my throat and gave Grant a weak but encouraging smile when he speared me with a frown that indicated he was none too pleased to be here, never mind awaiting Mrs. Thorndike’s introduction.  
 
    “That’d be an inspecta o’ the law, Stirlin’ somefin’ or other,” Sophie answered, offering Mrs. Thorndike’s raised brow expression a quick nod. Clearly, the police were not appreciated much in this part of town. 
 
    “Allow me to introduce Inspector Grant Stirling of Scotland Yard,” I said, gesturing to the tall, strong-jawed and handsome gentleman who was currently scowling at his surroundings from beside me. His piercing blue eyes took in every detail of the room and its inhabitants, always a detective through and through. 
 
    “Inspecta Stirlin’,” Mrs. Thorndike acknowledged him with a nod, her tone conveying her wariness. “‘Tis a brave Yard man that ventures into these parts alone.” 
 
    “I can hold my own, madam,” Grant replied, somewhat defensively. 
 
    “Indeed,” Mrs. Thorndike nodded as she continued, extending her wrinkled, weathered hand to him. “May I?” 
 
    Grant hesitated, glancing at me in question as to why the old woman should want to touch him. I offered him an encouraging nod (even as I wondered, myself, what she was doing), and he reluctantly placed his hand in hers. She closed her eyes then, her forehead furrowing as if she were concentrating on something deep within. A moment later, she opened them again and released his hand, shaking her head. 
 
    “Yer gifts, if ye got ‘em, lie elsewhere,” she said with a sharp nod.  
 
    “My gifts?” Grant repeated. 
 
    She nodded once more. “The spirits got very little ta say ‘bout ye.” 
 
    “I must admit I’m pleased to hear that,” Grant replied, rubbing his hand where she’d held it, as if she’d left some indelible mark upon him. 
 
    Mrs. Thorndike regarded us both for a moment then, her expression inscrutable, before she returned her attention to me. “Ye got me curious, Mrs. Fairfax: why’ve ye come ‘ere on an evenin’ that we ain’t scheduled for any kind o’ meetup?” 
 
    “Well,” I began, gathering my courage to share our harrowing tale. “As I mentioned, we’ve come with the hopes of gaining your assistance in our effort to assist Mr. Fairchild.” 
 
    “Aye, so ye’ve said,” she answered, waving at me in a hurried sort of manner. “Explain it then.” 
 
    I nodded. “You see, it all started in Highgate Cemetery. That was where Mr. Fairchild and myself discovered a magical garden that seems to have the power to entrap people—and that’s exactly what it did—it ensnared Mr. Fairchild.” 
 
    “Go on,” Mrs. Thorndike urged, her eyes never leaving my face. 
 
    “During our investigation,” Grant interjected, stepping forward, his hands clasped primly behind him, “we encountered a man called Charles Townsend who’d gone missing in Highgate Cemetery for five years. Then, one day, he reappeared suddenly, in the exact same place within Highgate where he’d originally disappeared.” 
 
    “Odd,” Mrs. Thorndike responded with a clipped nod. It was then that I noticed the enormous wart or mole beneath her chin, along with the five or so long hairs sticking out of it. From that moment onward, I tried not to fixate on the rather ugly thing, though it was difficult. 
 
    Grant nodded. “When Mr. Townsend returned, however, he wasn’t quite the same man as when he’d disappeared. His brain was addled and he was barely able to communicate. Consequently, he was officially committed to Bedlam. When we went to visit him there, during the course of our interview, Mrs. Fairfax touched him, and she instantly experienced a vision—one that seemed connected to the garden.” 
 
    “Interestin’.” Mrs. Thorndike’s eyes seemed to bore into my soul when they landed on me once more and I forced myself to avert my gaze from her hairy mole. “An’ do ye believe I can ‘elp ye ta understand this vision ye ‘ad?” 
 
    I nodded. “We’re quite desperate. Any insight you may provide will be most appreciated.” 
 
    Her expression grew somber. “Tell me more ‘bout the disappearance o’ Mr. Fairchild.” 
 
    “Of course,” I answered, my stomach tightening with anxiety as I recounted the events leading up to the moment we’d escaped Highgate Cemetery and discovered that Spencer was no longer in our company. I also recounted our own strange time inside the garden walls, and Mrs. Thorndike listened intently, her keen gaze never straying from mine.  
 
    “Mr. Fairchild was last seen inside the garden, alongside the rest of us, during the time the garden imprisoned us,” I finished, my voice barely above a whisper. “After the garden released us, but kept Mr. Fairchild, we searched the cemetery grounds tirelessly but found no trace of him. It was as though he’d simply vanished into thin air.” 
 
    “Right strange, ‘tis,” Mrs. Thorndike muttered, her fingers tapping her chin, drawing my attention, yet again, to her wart hairs as they moved along with the beat of her fingers. “This ‘Midnight Garden’, as yer callin’ it... seems ta ‘ave a right grip on any o’ them what steps inside. But some o’ ye managed ta leave wifout a scratch, aye?” 
 
    “Aye,” I answered, before correcting myself with a little laugh. “Er, yes.” Then I took a deep breath. “We were able to escape, but afterwards had very little luck in the way of our investigation. That is, until I touched Charles Townsend and received a vision that haunts me still.” 
 
    “Describe this vision o’ yers.” 
 
    I hesitated, unsure how to put the images into words. “It was as if I’d stepped inside the mind of Mr. Townsend—that’s the best way I can put it. All at once, I could actually see his experience when he first encountered the Midnight Garden. And while he was there, he met a woman named ‘Lillian’, who mistook him for a man called ‘Frederick.’ Their connection to the garden still eludes me, but I’m certain they hold the key to understanding its mysteries. Perhaps they could even hold the key to releasing Mr. Fairchild.” 
 
    Mrs. Thorndike’s eyes narrowed, but she gave away nothing as far as her thoughts were concerned. “The trufe may lie hidden wiffin the fabric o’ yer vision that ye got from touchin’ the bloke, Townsend.” 
 
    I nodded, because that made quite a lot of sense and was similar to my own thinking. “But how can I unlock that truth?” 
 
    “I can try ta make some sense o’ it,” Mrs. Thorndike responded, extending her hand to me. “Let’s see what the spirits got ta say ‘bout yer mate gone missin’ an’ this mysterious garden what’s got ‘im trapped.” 
 
    “And such information somehow transfers to you through Mrs. Fairfax’s hand, does it?” Grant asked from where he stood in the corner of the room, regarding everything going on around him with an air of suspicion. Sophie, meanwhile, stood in the opposite corner, just watching Mrs. Thorndike as if she were in awe of the old woman. Well, an equal amount of awe and fear. 
 
    Mrs. Thorndike gave Grant a scathing look before she returned her gaze to me. “The memory o’ whit ye saw, it’s still etched in yer mind, ‘tis. If yer willin’ ta let me in, I can see it plain as a pikestaff, just like ye can.” 
 
    “Very well,” I said, giving her a smile as I looked at Grant with an expression that said, in no uncertain terms, that he was not to ask any further questions.  
 
    As I placed my hand into hers, I felt a strange sensation, as if our energies were mingling together and somehow merging. My heart raced with anticipation and fear—but above all, I felt hope. If anyone could help us save Spencer and possibly unravel the mystery of the Midnight Garden, I was sure it was Mrs. Thorndike. 
 
    “Close yer eyes,” she murmured, her voice barely above a whisper. “Picture the walls in yer mind fallin’ ta bits, crumblin’ away ta give me access ta the foughts in yer ‘ead.” 
 
    I took a deep breath, feeling the familiar weight of anxiety settling upon my chest as I squeezed my eyes shut and conjured an image of the wall inside my mind. I focused on each individual brick, watching them disintegrate one by one until nothing remained but a vast expanse of uninterrupted light. 
 
    “Ah, yes,” Mrs. Thorndike murmured. “I see it now...” 
 
    I began to remember then, to recall most of the specifics from the vision I’d witnessed when I’d touched Charles. Once more, I stood within the confines of the Midnight Garden and it felt so real, I could almost feel the damp tendrils of mist brushing against my skin. The vision became more detailed and soon easily occupied the backdrop of my mind’s eye before I found myself viewing two figures, those of Lillian and Charles.  
 
    “Can you see them?” I asked nervously, worried that perhaps my vision was too faint for Mrs. Thorndike to discern. 
 
    “Indeed, I can,” she replied with an audible hint of triumph in her voice. “Keep yer attention on the memory.” 
 
    “Very well,” I responded as I paid further attention to the vision that was still playing out before me, er, us. 
 
    “Ah,” Mrs. Thorndike breathed as she watched Lillian mistake Charles for the man named Frederick. The room fell silent, save for our own breathing, and the weight of the mystery we were trying to solve seemed to be pressing much more heavily on us. Then, just as quickly, the vision faded and Mrs. Thorndike dropped my hand, her eyes fluttering open. I saw inside them a new sense of knowing that hadn’t been there before.  
 
    “And?” Grant asked from his corner of the room. “Were you able to see into Mrs. Fairfax’s mind?” 
 
    “Does ‘e always blabber on wif a stream o’ questions?” Sophie asked as Grant gave her a raised brow before turning back to Mrs. Thorndike. 
 
    In response, I just gave Sophie a sigh. 
 
    “Aye, I were able ta see inta ‘er mind,” Mrs. Thorndike answered Grant with a stilted nod before placing her attention back to me. “I can’t say whit the Midnight Garden is, but from the looks o’ it, the answer lies wif that Lillian woman an’ the bloke she mistook Mista Townsend fer, Frederick.” 
 
    My heart raced at the prospect of finally being able to untangle the web of secrets surrounding Spencer’s confinement. “Do you think they’re responsible for the garden’s enchantment then? Lillian and Frederick?” 
 
    “Perhaps they are…,” Mrs. Thorndike conceded. 
 
    Then Sophie looked over at Grant with a snide expression, “Inspecta, ain’t ye been able ta find any information regardin’ the Lillian woman an’ ‘er man, Frederick? Ain’t that what ye coppers are s’posed ta do—go ‘round collectin’ clues an’ such?” 
 
    I glanced at him, noticing a hint of frustration in his eyes as he replied, “I’ve looked into their identities but without knowing their surnames, I did not get very far.” Then he shrugged.  
 
    “Indeed,” Mrs. Thorndike nodded sagely. “The answers ye seek won’t be found in any ‘istorical accounts. No, they lie strictly wiffin the spiritual realm.” 
 
    “Well, on that subject, I’m afraid I have no comment,” Grant responded. 
 
    Mrs. Thorndike paid him no further mind and returned her attention to me once more. “Mrs. Fairfax,” she said, her gaze softening as she seemed to read the anxiety in my thoughts. “When I was in yer mind, I could feel somefin amiss.” 
 
    “Something amiss?” Goodness, that sounded concerning. 
 
    “Aye,” she nodded. “Somefin that felt as if yer abilities, yer powers comin’ from the veil ye was born wiff, were missin’.” 
 
    “My abilities are missing?”  
 
    She nodded. “Aye, I felt it when I touched yer hand jist now. There’s somefin preventin’ ye from gettin’ the messages from the other side, aye?” 
 
    I frowned, my fingers absently tapping against the top of the wooden table. It was one of only a few articles of furniture inside the barren room. “Is it possible to, well, remedy the situation?” 
 
    Mrs. Thorndike’s eyes narrowed in thought, “The Midnight Garden may ‘ave snatched yer gift when it ensnared ye. Like a spider trappin’ its prey, it held onto whatever it caught.” 
 
    “Can a garden do that?” 
 
    She cocked her head to the side. “This ain’t jist a garden.” 
 
    “True,” I answered, as it occurred to me that I’d reached something similar of my own conclusion when I’d realized I couldn’t see or hear Patrick. Perhaps Mrs. Thorndike was exactly right.  
 
    “Sometimes, when we travel from the livin’ realm ta the spiritual realm, we can lose bits o’ our magic along the way.” 
 
    “Are you saying the Midnight Garden is part of the spiritual realm?” Grant demanded. 
 
    “Aye,” Mrs. Thorndike responded without bothering to look over her shoulder at him.  
 
    “There is something else I’ve noticed since leaving the Midnight Garden and, apparently, the spiritual realm,” I started, the weight of this realization leaning heavily upon me. “I haven’t been able to feel my deceased husband’s presence any longer,” I continued, my voice quivering as the fear fully hit me. “I used to see him and feel him in my home, but now... it seems as if he’s simply vanished—like he’s no longer there!” 
 
    A flicker of sympathy softened Mrs. Thorndike’s sharp features. “Like I said: when ye passed frough the spiritual realm—the gates o’ the Midnight Garden—it seems the garden kept yer gift fer itself.” 
 
    My heart sank, and a cold sense of dread began to gnaw at my insides. “But does that mean my paranormal gift is gone forever?” 
 
    “’Course not,” she reassured me, a glint of amusement in her tired, old eyes. “Those born under the veil can never lose their psychic gifts. They’ve merely been misplaced an’ await yer rediscovery.” 
 
    “Then how do I find them again?”  
 
    “Therein lies yer challenge,” Mrs. Thorndike mused, tapping her chin thoughtfully. “Ye must call out ta Mista Fairchild.” 
 
    “But he’s trapped inside the garden.” 
 
    “That don’t matter none,” Mrs. Thorndike continued, “Ye can still contact ‘im, owin’ ta his own natural gifts an’ yer magic that’s all tied up together—magic attracts magic an’ it speaks out ta other kinds o’ magic, it does.” 
 
    “Does Mr. Spencer, er Fairchild, possess spiritual gifts, as well?” Grant asked me, sounding none too happy about it.  
 
    “Aye, ‘e do,” Sophie answered, seemingly pleased when he grumbled something unintelligible and frowned a little bit harder. Were I a betting woman, I would have wagered that Sophie didn’t like ‘coppers’, as she termed them. 
 
    “Call out ta Mista Fairchild an’ ask ‘im ta lend ye ‘is own magic in order ta restore ye yers.” 
 
    “But how in the world will I do that?” I asked, shaking my head while feeling at a complete loss. 
 
    “Wif me ‘elp, o’ course!” Mrs. Thorndike retorted as she turned in her chair to eye Sophie. “An’ the ‘elp o’ Miss Fenton, ‘ere.” 
 
    Sophie’s eyes widened then, and she glanced nervously at both of us. It was obvious that the prospect of delving deeper into the spiritual realm frightened her as it always had. Even though she was a medium (at least for show), it seemed Sophie had little interest in taking her proverbial seat at the spiritual table.  
 
    “‘Ow the bloody hell am I s’posed ta help then, eh?” Sophie demanded, the color completely absent from her face. 
 
    “Come,” Mrs. Thorndike waved Sophie over and motioned for her to stand on Mrs. Thorndike’s other side, since there wasn’t another chair. I started to stand too, in order to offer Sophie my own chair, but Mrs. Thorndike pressed down on my hand and shook her head. 
 
    “Ye stay right where ye are,” she ordered. “Ye’ll need ta reserve yer energy.” 
 
    “Is this in any way dangerous?” Grant demanded. “Is Mrs. Fairfax’s safety threatened?” 
 
    “No need ta worry, Inspecta,” Mrs. Thorndike snapped. “Yer intended won’t be ‘armed.” 
 
    “Oh!” I started, looking at her in surprise while shaking my head as an embarrassed smile overtook my mouth. “The inspector and I aren’t... well, that is to say, we’re just friends.” 
 
    Mrs. Thorndike gave me a knowing expression that indicated she didn’t believe me for even a second. Then she turned her attention to Sophie, who’d walked over to the table, but still stood a short distance away, her arms folded across her chest.  
 
    “Blimey, I ain’t too sure ‘bout all this,” she muttered, dropping her arms to wring her hands nervously. “I been tryna keep me marbles ‘round this whole spirit malarkey, an’ now yer tellin’ me I gotta be the one ta give ‘em a shout? Strike me pink! ‘Tis enough ta give anyone the collywobbles, if ye ask me.” 
 
    Grant let out a snort of laughter. “Really, Miss Fenton? You, the infamous ‘Madame Dubois’, are scared of a few wayward spirits?” 
 
    Sophie shot him a withering glare. “Spirits ain’t no bleedin’ joke, Inspecta, I’ll tell ye that much. Especially when they’re as strong as the ones we’re messin’ about wif ‘ere—a bloomin’ ‘aunted garden what traps folks inside?! It’s pure bonkers, ‘tis!” 
 
    “Indeed,” Mrs. Thorndike agreed, casting a reproachful look at Grant. “Miss Fenton’s fears ain’t unfounded, Inspecta. The world beyond the veil’s brimmin’ wif all kinds o’ dangers, an’ ‘twould serve ye well ta remember that.” 
 
    “But Mrs. Fairfax will be—” he started to reply. 
 
    “Safe,” Mrs. Thorndike interrupted him with a clipped nod as if to say that was the end of that. As to whether she was speaking the truth and I really would be safe? Of that, I wasn’t certain—But I had a feeling she was just trying to stop Grant from any further interruptions. 
 
    Mrs. Thorndike then faced Sophie. “Miss Fenton, yer gift o’ channelin’ will be an enormous ‘elp,” she said, her voice gentle but insistent. “The spirits wish ta be heard frough ye, an’ it be that gift what can ‘elp Mrs. Fairfax reach Mista Fairchild an’ understand the intentions o’ this Midnight Garden.” 
 
    “Bleedin’ ‘ell!” 
 
    I turned to Sophie, my eyes pleading with her as I reached out and clasped her hands in mine. “Please, Sophie,” I implored, distinct desperation creeping into my voice. “I must free my friend from the clutches of that awful garden.” 
 
    “Aye, I know wot yer after, but ‘e be yer friend, not me own friend.” 
 
    “I understand I’m asking a great service of you.” I paused as I realized what might entice her more than sentimentality. “I’ll pay you any price.” 
 
    She paused then eyed me narrowly. “Any price?” 
 
    I nodded. “Spencer, er, Mr. Fairchild’s life cannot be valued in coin.” 
 
    “Well, now that’s up fer a proper argument, innit?” Sophie responded. 
 
    “Aye, it is,” Grant responded.  
 
    “Please, Sophie,” I continued, ignoring both comments.  
 
    Sophie’s gaze flickered between Mrs. Thorndike and me, and I could see her weighing the risks: facing the spiritual world (her seemingly biggest fear) against her innate desire to pad her own pockets. 
 
    “Fine,” she sighed finally, her voice laced with trepidation. “But ye’d betta ‘old tight ta yer word, Philippa Fairfax.” 
 
    “You can trust me, Sophie.” 
 
    The narrow-eyed gaze became even more so. “I ain’t named me own price yet.” 
 
    “Whatever you deem the favor to be worth, it’s worth that much and even more to me.” 
 
    “There ain’t no goin’ back once we set foot on this track,” Sophie muttered under her breath, seemingly speaking to herself.  
 
    “Let us proceed,” Mrs. Thorndike said as I nodded and she stood up from her rickety, old table. She dutifully began arranging items before us—candles, a bundle of what appeared to be sage, and a worn, leather-bound book that looked as ancient as I imagined the spirits we were attempting to contact must be. The air grew heavy with anticipation, the scent of lavender and sage mingling together as the candles cast flickering shadows on the walls. 
 
    “Join hands,” Mrs. Thorndike instructed, her voice taking on an otherworldly quality. As our fingers intertwined, I could feel the energy in the room beginning to shift, as if we were opening a door to another realm. My heart pounded in my chest, and I swallowed hard, trying to push down the fear that threatened to consume me. With her hand holding mine, Mrs. Thorndike placed them both over the cover of the book. 
 
    “Focus yer foughts on Mista Fairchild an’ the Midnight Garden,” Mrs. Thorndike whispered, her eyes closed in concentration. “Let yer intentions be clear, an’ listen closely fer any messages that may come frough.” 
 
    I took a deep breath, allowing my mind to drift back to the day Spencer and I had discovered the garden and also his subsequent disappearance. A kaleidoscope of images played out before me—the twisted vines, the dancing shadows, and the eerie silence that hung heavy in the air. At the center of it all were the enigmatic figures of Lillian and Frederick, their identities still shrouded in mystery. I forced my mind to eliminate all other thoughts except Spencer and my desire to reach him, to speak to him, and to convince him that I was doing everything in my power to free him. 
 
    “Speak ta us, Spirits,” Mrs. Thorndike murmured, her voice barely audible above the crackling of the candles. “‘elp Mrs. Fairfax reach ‘er friend on the other side. ‘elp her locate Mista Fairchild in the Midnight Garden.” She paused. “Pull the power from meself an’ Miss Fenton. Use our gifts an’ allow Mrs. Fairfax ta find ‘er friend.” 
 
    As I sat there with bated breath, I couldn’t help but wonder what secrets awaited me on the other side of the veil. Even more importantly, however, would I have the strength to face them? 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER TEN:
SPENCER 
 
      
 
    The warm sun beamed down upon us as Lillian and I lay entwined, our naked bodies glistening with sweat and the simmering afterglow of our passionate lovemaking.  
 
    We were nestled in the plush grass beside a shimmering lake, still well within the enchanting confines of the magical Midnight Garden, a place which had now become my own private haven—and one I shared with my one true love, Lillian.  
 
    As the gentle breeze caressed our overheated skin, I couldn’t help but marvel at the picturesque scene that surrounded us: the vibrant flowers bloomed with otherworldly colors, serenaded by the melodic songs of birds who remained hidden in the verdant foliage, but most importantly, the woman who had so diligently found her way back into my arms. 
 
    “Frederick,” Lillian whispered, her delicate fingers tracing the curve of my chin and causing an involuntary shiver to race through me. “I am so joyous that we have crossed paths once more, and that thy father’s wicked scheme to wed thee to another hath been foiled.” 
 
    “As am I, my love,” I responded while glancing down at her with a warm smile.  
 
    “I knew thou wouldst meet me here, just as thou promised. I knew thou wouldst not permit aught to come betwixt us.” She paused to take a breath and I watched the rise of her pert breasts with keen interest. “When two people love one another, naught can stand in their way.” 
 
    Her touch sent a thrill down my spine, accompanied by a warmth that spread across my face. I looked into her sparkling eyes, framed by a cascade of raven curls, and realized this moment was everything I’d ever wanted all my life. 
 
    “Yes, my dearest Lillian, of course I kept my promise,” I replied, my heart swelling with a mixture of love and desire for the woman who lay beside me. I’d loved her from the first moment I’d met her—I was certain of it. “It feels like a dream, doesn’t it? To be together once more, lying here in this secret paradise of ours.” 
 
    Lillian’s laughter rang out like a bell, its euphonious tone sending ripples across the surface of the lake. “A dream? Oh, Frederick,” she said, her voice filled with mirth as she playfully smacked my chest, “thy penchant for poetry doth continually astonish me.” 
 
    I winked at her and reveled in the softness of her lying in my arms. This love of ours—well, it was certainly a blessing, even if there was something deep inside me that still seemed to rankle at the thought of the two of us. I just... well, for the life of me, I couldn’t recall the specifics of when we’d first, when I’d first laid eyes on her and instantly fell in love. Lillian had told me the story more than once, but each time she told it, I felt as if I were merely listening to a tale in the life of someone else. I sensed no ownership towards her memories. It was a life that certainly didn’t feel anything like mine, and yet it had to have been mine because I was Frederick!  
 
    “I’m not sure I believed in fate until now,” I said softly as I kissed the top of her head. I truly thought myself the luckiest man in all the world. 
 
    “Perhaps,” she conceded, her gaze softening as she continued to stroke my chin, her touch as light as a feather. “Or could it be that our love is so potent, it hath managed to reunite us against all odds and against all those who sought to keep us asunder?” 
 
    “Ah,” I sighed, soaking in the warmth of her words and the affectionate look I saw in her eyes. “Now who’s being poetic?” 
 
    She giggled at that before falling silent once more and running her fingers through the hair on my chest.  
 
    “Frederick, my love?” she whispered into my ear, her warm breath sending shivers down my spine. For some reason, hearing her call me ‘Frederic’ felt odd—and the name even seemed foreign to me at times. It was a ridiculous idea really, for I knew it had to be my true name. 
 
    “Yes?” I replied, trying to shake off the strange sensation I could not deny.  
 
    “What a splendid day we have before us. What shall we undertake?” 
 
    “Whatever our hearts desire,” I responded as I watched her eyes sparkle with excitement. “This magical place is our sanctuary, and now that we are reunited once more, I can think of nothing more delightful than simply being together, and basking in each other’s company.” 
 
    “And with the understanding that we eluded all the naysayers who would have doomed us,” she nodded. I was unable to resist the infectious joy that radiated from her. As we stood up, I marveled at how the sunlight danced upon the lake, and cast rippling, brilliant rays across the lush grass beneath our feet. It was almost as beautiful as she was. 
 
    “Frederick, dost thou remember the initial occasion we ventured hither?” Lillian asked, her voice wistful as she gazed out at the tranquil waters before us. 
 
    “Of course,” I replied, even if the memory wasn’t mine. It was one she’d told me at least a few times until I committed it to memory as if it had occurred only yesterday. “We were so young and carefree then, weren’t we?” 
 
    “Indeed,” she agreed, a nostalgic smile playing on her lips. “To think we have rediscovered each other... and despite all the obstacles. ‘Tis truly a miracle.” 
 
    “Miracle” was not the word I would have chosen, yet I could not deny there was something enchanting about our reunion, however I could not put my finger on the reason why. As we stood there, as naked as the day we were born, I could not remember ever being so happy, or feeling so fulfilled, or so deeply loved, or so cared for. 
 
    “Spencer?” 
 
    The sound of a woman calling someone’s name suddenly floated through the air. The voice was both soft and haunting—as if it had just come straight from another life I had lived well before this one. My breath caught in my throat as my heart began to pound while I looked about for the source of the sound. It seemed familiar, achingly so, as if I’d heard it a thousand times before. But there was no one nearby, just Lillian standing beside me and the endless beauty of the Midnight Garden all around us. 
 
    “Spencer?” the voice called out again, as if it had emerged from the very clouds above. 
 
    “Did you hear that?” I asked Lillian, my brow furrowing with confusion. She tilted her head up at me, her eyes growing wide and her expression now curious. 
 
    “Did I hear what, Frederick?” 
 
    “A woman calling out a man’s name,” I answered as I shook my head and turned around, half expecting to find a woman stepping out from the maze of trees that surrounded us. But there was nothing and no one there. Which was just as well, seeing as neither of us were wearing a stitch of clothing. Still, I shook my head at the oddity of hearing such a familiar voice. “I could swear I just heard a woman’s voice, yet I don’t see anyone to whom it could belong.” 
 
    Lillian shook her head, her expression filled with concern. I did not hear aught, Frederick. Mayhap it was but the birds exchanging greetings, their voices resembling human speech?” 
 
    “Perhaps,” I agreed, although the sound of the woman’s voice still echoed in my mind, and its uncanny familiarity kept gnawing at me. I tried to push the feeling aside, focusing instead on Lillian’s warm hand in mine and the unparalleled beauty of our surroundings. 
 
    “Let us continue our day, then,” she suggested, giving my hand a reassuring squeeze. “Much more of this garden remains to be explored, and I am eager to share it with thee in its entirety.” 
 
    “Of course,” I replied, forcing a smile as I bent down and began pulling my trousers up my legs. Despite my best efforts, however, I could not shake free the feeling that something—or someone—had definitely been calling out to me. The name ‘Spencer’ seemed to carry a secret weight, but its importance remained an enigma that I couldn’t quite grasp. 
 
    “Frederick, is there aught troubling thee?” Lillian asked after a time, her eyes searching mine with genuine concern. “Thou seemest distracted—almost lost in thy thoughts.” 
 
    “Forgive me,” I murmured, trying my hardest to ignore the mysterious voice and the name it had uttered. “I cannot help but feel as though something is amiss, my love. I cannot explain it, but...” 
 
    “Mayhap it is the enchantment of this locale, our special garden,” Lillian offered gently.  
 
    I nodded, but I still couldn’t shake away the sensation that the voice—and the name ‘Spencer’ held the key to unlocking a hidden truth that was currently eluding me. It was as if there were some compartment in my mind that begged to be unlocked and this voice seemed to hold the key.  
 
    “Come, Frederick,” Lillian beckoned with a mischievous grin as she wandered towards the edge of the lake. The sun twinkled on the water’s surface, casting an inviting glow that seemed to promise a world of delights beneath its depths. “Join me for a refreshing swim.” 
 
    “Very well,” I replied, eager to abandon the unease that had lingered since hearing the mysterious voice earlier. I dismissed the situation as mere fancy—surely, it was nothing more than a trick of the wind or, as Lillian had suggested, the sweet song of the birds. 
 
    I began to unbutton my trousers again as I watched Lillian who had already reached the water’s edge. Her unbridled laughter echoed across the lake like the song of a mermaid as she dipped her toes into the cool, crystalline depths. 
 
    “Frederick!” she called again, the playful lilt in her voice proving irresistible. It was as if she were weaving a magical spell upon me, one that tugged insistently at my heartstrings and urged me to surrender to the moment. I found myself envisioning what it would be like to make love to Lillian beneath the surface of the water—our bodies intertwined, buoyed by the gentle currents, as we explored the most intimate corners of each other. A heady excitement coursed through me at the thought, and I felt a powerful urge to rush to her side and lose myself deep inside her. It seemed all we did was make love and yet, I could never get enough of her. 
 
    “Wait for me, my love!” I called out, hurrying to remove my trousers, when the strange woman’s voice returned, and it sounded even more insistent than before. 
 
    “Spencer,” she whispered upon the wind, her tone suddenly much more urgent. The sound of her voice was so loud, it was as if she were standing right beside me. I froze in place, the hairs on the back of my neck going taut. The voice—that haunting, familiar voice—seemed to be calling directly to me, and I could no longer ignore it. My heart raced, and my desire for Lillian clashed with my need to unravel the mystery that had transfixed my mind and wouldn’t release me. 
 
    “Frederick?” Lillian’s query snapped me from my reverie, her eyes filled with confusion and concern as she gazed upon me from the water’s edge. “Is all well?” 
 
    “Of course it is,” I forced a smile, although my thoughts were consumed by the enigmatic voice and the name it had whispered. Who was Spencer? And why did I feel such a powerful connection to him? 
 
    “Spencer,” the voice called once more, and I glanced to my side, where, to my astonishment, a radiant figure materialized beside me, appearing mostly translucent—as if she were a specter. Her light hair and delicate features were framed by a soft glow as she stood there, bathed in a white, pristine light. 
 
    “Who are you?” I asked, my voice barely above a whisper, certain that I must be dreaming or losing my wits entirely. 
 
    “Spencer,” the ghost chastised me with a frown, “you know who I am.” Her eyes held a hint of sadness, although her gaze remained strong and unwavering. There was a wry smile that curved her lips, which I found so fascinating that I suddenly could do no more than stare at them. I knew that smile and yet...  
 
    “I’m Philippa.” 
 
    “Philippa?” My brow furrowed in confusion, trying to make sense of her ghostly presence as she wavered before me. 
 
    “Pip,” she said softly as she continued to smile up at me. As she then appeared to take in my half-clothed state, she quirked a single brow and I felt myself flushing as I held up my shirtsleeves to cover my upper half. What a strange thing to do, because I had never before felt shy regarding my body. And yet… this woman… well, she caused such a feeling to arise within me.  
 
    “Pip,” I said, sounding out the word. In that moment, warmth flowed through me and any misgivings I’d previously felt evaporated like the morning dew in sunlight. “Pip,” I repeated her name, trying to understand why it sounded so familiar. Apparently, I knew it well for it seemed as if my tongue had formed the word a thousand times. I shook the strange feeling away. “What are you doing here? Why have you come to this place?” 
 
    “Spencer, you’re trapped inside the Midnight Garden,” the wraith replied, her voice resolute as she walked towards me, her feet seeming to glide upon the very air itself. “And I’m doing everything within my power to free you from this prison, but I need your help.” 
 
    “Trapped?” The word echoed in my mind, filling me with a terrible sense of foreboding. Yet I wasn’t trapped! Not at all! I was happily living inside the Midnight Garden with my one, true love.  
 
    “Philippa, or Pip, or whatever you choose to call yourself,” I began, my voice steady despite the whirlwind of emotions within me, “I appreciate your concern, but I have no wish to be freed from this place.”  
 
    “Spencer,” she started while shaking her head. 
 
    “My name is not Spencer,” I snapped. “It’s Frederick.” I took a breath then. “Whoever you are, and whatever we might have been to one another in the past, well, it doesn’t matter anymore. I love Lillian now and I will never leave her.” 
 
    “Spencer,” Philippa said gently, her eyes filled with sadness at my words. “You must understand that everything within this garden isn’t real. You’re trapped in a spiritual world of Lillian’s own making and she’s forcing you to feel the emotions you’re experiencing.” 
 
    I stared at her, incredulous at her words. “Why—that’s preposterous! Not to mention—impossible!” My gaze swept across the landscape, taking in the lush greenery and the shimmering lake, before settling on Lillian who was splashing in the water and watching me with curiosity. She waved to me and I waved back.  
 
    “Appearances can be deceiving,” Philippa said softly. “And everything you see around you is exactly that—a deception.” 
 
    I shook my head, unwilling to accept her words. “No, I don’t believe you! Lillian and I have found eternal happiness here and with one another. Why would we ever want to leave?” 
 
    I sighed, suddenly feeling torn between the life I’d built with Lillian and the doubts that were now gnawing at the edges of my mind. Could it be possible that the Midnight Garden was nothing more than a figment of my imagination? A mere hallucination?  
 
    “Look into your heart, Spencer,” Philippa urged, her eyes never leaving mine. “Ask yourself if you truly believe this place is where you belong.” 
 
    Her words echoed in my mind as I gazed around the garden once more, searching for a way to reconcile the conflicting emotions within me. But no matter how hard I tried, I could not deny the unquestionable sense of unease that had taken root deep within me. What was wrong with me? Why did I feel as if I were being torn in two?  
 
    “Spencer,” Philippa said, her voice low and insistent. “I need your help.” 
 
    “My help?” I repeated, shaking my head. I did not understand why this woman could possibly need my assistance. Blast it, but I still didn’t even understand who this woman was and why she insisted on calling me by another man’s name. 
 
    She nodded emphatically. “I need you to lend me your spiritual power.” 
 
    “My spiritual power?” I repeated, puzzled by her request. Nevertheless, I found myself drawn to her, unable to resist the pull of her persuasive gaze. Whoever this woman was and whatever she might have been to me in the past, the power she had over me was still very much in effect and I was drawn to her like iron to a magnet.  
 
    “Your supernatural gifts,” she clarified, her eyes never leaving mine. “The ones that lie dormant deep inside you. They can help me ensure my own gifts are returned to me—and then I can free you from this place.” 
 
    “I’ve told you—I don’t wish to be freed,” I scoffed, glancing back at Lillian, who was watching me with a mixture of curiosity and concern.  
 
    “Please, Spencer,” Philippa implored, her desperation audible in her words.  
 
    As I turned back and looked into her eyes, I felt our strange connection returning tenfold, as if we shared some unspoken bond. But, of course, that was impossible! This was the first moment I’d ever laid eyes upon her. Perhaps this was just some sort of joke—something the spirits did for fun? Despite my doubts, I decided to indulge her request. 
 
    “Very well,” I finally agreed, still uncertain of what she meant by my supernatural gifts. “What do you need me to do?” 
 
    “Close your eyes,” she instructed gently, reaching out to take my hand. To my surprise, her touch was warm and solid, dispelling any lingering thoughts that she might be a mere figment of my imagination.  
 
    It was then that I heard Lillian calling for me, begging me to come to her as she giggled and splashed in the lake. Her laughter was a melody that intermingled with the songs of birds and the gentle rustling of leaves in the breeze. Yet, amidst this idyllic scene, I couldn’t release the growing unease that I could feel clear down inside my bones. 
 
    “Spencer,” Philippa urged, her voice commanding my attention once more. “Please focus.” 
 
    I glanced at Lillian, who seemed oblivious to the spectral presence before me, and then back to Philippa, whose blue eyes were imploring me. As I watched her, she turned her head, her eyes focusing on something I could not perceive in the distance. She appeared to be listening intently to someone unseen, nodding every now and then as if receiving instructions that did not reach my ears. 
 
    “To whom are you speaking?” I asked, my curiosity mingling with my confusion. 
 
    “Someone who can help you,” she replied cryptically, her gaze never leaving the empty space beside her. 
 
    “Why can’t I see this person?” 
 
    “That doesn’t matter, Spencer,” Philippa answered. “Now, please, close your eyes.” 
 
    Despite the absurdity of the situation, I found myself complying and I closed my eyes, seeing nothing but the inside of my eyelids.  
 
    “Good,” she murmured, her voice both soothing and encouraging. “Now, let your spiritual power flow into me.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” I questioned. However, deep down, I must admit I felt an inexplicable urge to trust her. 
 
    “Your inner strength, Spencer,” she insisted. “Focus on your inner strength,” she continued, her voice a soothing balm on my unsettled mind. “And will your power into me—help me to fill the void within me, as my gifts were confiscated from me when I passed through the garden gates.” 
 
    I hesitantly began to focus my thoughts, searching for the mysterious power that Philippa sought. The air around us seemed to hum with energy, and as I concentrated harder, I felt something within me shifting—a tingling warmth that flowed from the depths of my being into her waiting grasp. I gritted my teeth and focused with all my might, feeling the energy within me continue to surge towards her, as if such were the exact direction it wished to travel. My muscles tensed, beads of sweat forming on my brow as the air around us seemed to crackle with electricity, a faint hum filling my ears. 
 
    “Thank you, Spencer,” she murmured as I opened my eyes and found hers shining with gratitude. “I will come back for you soon.” 
 
    Then, before I could blink, the vision of the woman called Philippa simply disappeared back into the ether as if she’d never been there at all. Strangely, the area seemed suddenly destitute and lonely.  
 
    “Frederick, to whom art thou speaking?” Lillian asked, her voice tinged with anxiety as she walked from the lake and approached me. 
 
    “Didn’t you see her?” I asked as Lillian shook her head and frowned. “She was standing just there, right beside me.” I pointed to where Philippa had been standing, or rather floating, before she’d summarily disappeared. 
 
    Lillian peered into the empty space, her brow furrowing in confusion. “There is no one present, Frederick. Art thou certain thou art feeling well?” 
 
     “Never better,” I responded, but my words rang hollow even to my own ears. As much as I wanted to believe that Philippa was nothing more than a figment of my imagination, a ghost from a time I could not recall, the seed of doubt she’d planted continued to niggle at me. 
 
    “Are you sure you didn’t see her?” I pressed, unable to let the subject go.  
 
    Lillian’s cheeks flushed with indignation. “Nay, I did not. And I should prefer thou dost not conjure up thoughts of other women, even if they be mere specters.” 
 
    “Forgive me, my love,” I said. But as I spoke those words, a voice whispered in the back of my mind, urging me to question everything I thought I knew about myself and the world around me. Was it possible that Philippa might be correct? That this idyllic garden was nothing more than a prison of Lillian’s making? 
 
    No, I could not believe how that might ever be. It was just impossible. 
 
    “Come,” I said, taking Lillian’s hand in mine and leading her back to the soft grass where we’d lain together just moments ago. “Let us enjoy the warmth of the sun’s afternoon rays and forget all about ghosts.” 
 
    “Very well,” she agreed, her smile returning as she nestled against my side. “I cannot resist the charms of my handsome Frederick.” 
 
    We lay there for some time, our fingers intertwined as we soaked in the radiant light of the afternoon. But even as I tried to lose myself in the comforting embrace of my beloved, the nagging doubts continued to fester. 
 
    “Frederick,” Lillian murmured, pressing her lips to my cheek. “Promise me thou shalt never depart this garden, and that thou shalt never forsake me.” 
 
    “I promise,” I whispered, although the words somehow seemed like a betrayal in my heart. As I stared up at the endless blue sky above us, I wondered if, somewhere beyond its reach, another world awaited me with the woman, Philippa? 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER ELEVEN:
PHILIPPA 
 
      
 
    The dim glow of flickering candles cast eerie shadows on the walls of Mrs. Thorndike’s small front room.  
 
    I blinked and found myself no longer inside the Midnight Garden, nor speaking with a very confused Spencer. Instead, I was seated at Mrs. Thorndike’s table, trying to keep my panic in check. 
 
    Spencer was in grave danger. And very deeply in it, from what I could tell. 
 
    I just—well, I hadn’t been prepared for what I’d seen. The fact that he hadn’t even recognized me and couldn’t distinguish himself from this Frederick person was causing my stomach to feel quite upset. The situation had grown to the point of utmost urgency and I was afraid that if we did not act soon to free Spencer from his prison, he might wind up the same way Charles Townsend had.  
 
    Completely insane! 
 
    “Did it work?” Mrs. Thorndike asked, and her rough and crackly voice interrupted my flow of frightened thoughts. 
 
    I turned to look at her, my heart pounding through my whole body. “I... I don’t know.” The truth was, I didn’t even understand what she was asking me. Did it work? Did what work? All I could think about, and all that mattered at that very moment, was that Spencer was in deep trouble and... although I hated to even consider it, we might already be too late. 
 
    “Philippa, are you feeling well?” Grant asked. 
 
    I faced him and swallowed hard. “I think so.” 
 
    “Well, wot did ye see then?” Sophie demanded as she faced me with a frown. 
 
    All at once, everything I saw came welling up inside me—Spencer having no idea who he really was—thinking he was someone named Frederick—which was the same man Charles Townsend believed himself to be—Frederick not knowing me… “Spencer,” I started, while shaking my head, “I’m afraid he’s much worse than I feared.” 
 
    “Then ye did make contact wif ‘im?” Sophie asked. 
 
    I nodded. “I did, yes… but, well... Spencer firmly believes he is a man named Frederick and not himself at all.” I took a deep breath then, forcing back the tears that were stinging my eyes and ready to fall. “And he... he didn’t even know who I was!” 
 
    “Then that trick we jist did failed ta do the job?” Sophie asked. 
 
    Mrs. Thorndike responded by reaching across the table and taking my hand. She closed her eyes and her mouth twitched as her eyelids fluttered. When she opened her eyes again, she released my hand and nodded. 
 
    “Aye, yer abilities, them that were taken from ye by the garden, they’ve been returned to ye, they ‘ave.” 
 
    But I couldn’t say my returned paranormal abilities were any comfort to me at the moment. “If my abilities have been returned to me, how can I use them—what can I do to free Spencer from the garden?” 
 
    “Spencer?” Mrs. Thorndike repeated, shaking her head in confusion. 
 
    “Er... I meant Mr. Fairchild,” I corrected myself, realizing that in my panic, I’d forgotten his alias. 
 
    Mrs. Thorndike was quiet for a few moments as she, presumably, considered my question. “Even wif yer abilities restored to ye, ye weren’t able to actually step foot into the garden were ye? Or ‘twas it as though ye were there only in spirit?” 
 
    I nodded. “Yes, I felt like I was there in spirit only,” I honestly answered. Then I proceeded to explain to her and the others that I’d only appeared to Spencer as a ghost. Thus, to answer her last question, no, I never actually gained access to the Midnight Garden.  
 
    Mrs. Thorndike exhaled a great, heaving breath that smelled like spoiled milk. “‘Tis because ye ain’t fully open ta the spiritual realm,” she said on a sigh. “Ye can’t cross into the spiritual realm if it don’t recognize ye as one o’ its own.” 
 
    “But if that’s true, how were we able to cross into the Midnight Garden before?” Grant argued. 
 
    Mrs. Thorndike nodded as if she’d expected such question. “‘cause the spirits wished fer yer presence—now Mrs. Fairfax is attemptin’ ta barge ‘er way in an’ the likelihood o’ that workin’ is pretty dismal.” 
 
    “Unless?” I started. 
 
    “Unless ye become united ta the spiritual realm, yerself.” 
 
    “What the bloody hell does that mean?” Grant demanded. 
 
    “It means, I must be blocked right now,” I responded, breathing in deeply as I wondered how difficult it was to unblock someone—or if it was even possible. “Something is keeping me from fully understanding and utilizing my abilities.” 
 
    “Aye,” Mrs. Thorndike nodded. 
 
    “But why would I be blocked in the first place?” 
 
    Mrs. Thorndike shrugged. “‘Tis just what happens. When we’re born, we got us gifts that unite us wif the other side, but soon the world teaches us ‘ow not ta believe an’ we become limited in what we can see. We fink all there is ta the world is what we see wif our eyes. We become disbelievers in the real trufe.”  
 
    “But our gifts are still with us, even if we don’t believe in them?” 
 
    She shook her head. “Yer gifts still be wif ye, ‘cause ye were born wif the veil, but others? Nay, they be lost causes. But you? Aye, ye still got yer abilities, but ye dunno how ta use the gifts ye were born wif, so them gifts ain’t active.” 
 
    “But you already knew that!” I protested, shaking my head vigorously. “Wasn’t that the whole reason you said the three of us should consult you? Because we had to learn how to unblock whatever resistance currently prevented us from joining the spiritual realm?” 
 
    “Aye,” Mrs. Thorndike nodded once more. “But now it seems that time is o’ the essence, ‘tis.” 
 
    “Yes,” I agreed, nodding emphatically. “Whatever Lillian has done to Spencer... er, I mean, to Mr. Fairchild, he no longer remembers his former self. He’s wholly consumed by the idea that he is this Frederick person and that he belongs in the Midnight Garden… with her.” 
 
    “Just as Charles Townsend did,” Grant pointed out. 
 
    I nodded. “Right! Just as Charles did and still does.” Then I swallowed hard as soon as I remembered exactly what became of Charles after the garden, or Lillian, had finally released him. “Will Spencer, er—” 
 
    “Call ‘im by ‘is true name,” Mrs. Thorndike interrupted. 
 
    I nodded. “Will Spencer also lose his mind if we remove him from the garden?” 
 
    Mrs. Thorndike cocked her head to one side, clearly deep in thought. “That’s ‘ard ta say,” she replied at last. “But ‘e’s been trapped inside the garden fer a much shorter time than Charles Townsend was, aye?” Grant and I both nodded as Mrs. Thorndike continued, “a matter o’ days versus five long years.” 
 
    “While that is true, I still believe time is most certainly of the essence,” I insisted. “In fact, we have no time to waste even chatting about it!” 
 
    Mrs. Thorndike breathed in deeply then as she looked at me. “Yer in no way ready ta take the next step, Mrs. Fairfax.” 
 
    “What does that mean?”  
 
    “Aye, what does that mean?” Grant echoed as he approached the table.  
 
    Mrs. Thorndike didn’t pull her attention from me. “It means there were a reason I was takin’ fings slow when it comes ta teachin’ ye ‘ow ta open yerself ta the spiritual realm. It ain’t somefin’ ye just do—ye need coaxin’, teachin’, an’ learnin’.” 
 
    “What if it’s an emergency?” I asked. I was beyond frustrated because Spencer’s life depended on my powers to open myself to this spiritual realm, I was sure of it. I had to somehow access that blasted garden but the spiritual block seemed to still be in place, so I doubted I’d be able to.  
 
    “‘cause ‘tis akin ta steppin’ inside a world ye know nuffin’ ‘bout.” She took a breath that rattled her lungs. “The world o’ the dead exists all ‘round us, aye, but we can’t see it none. We got blinders on our eyes, just like the blinders on a horse’s eyes. We only recognize an’ see the world we know—the world o’ the livin’.” 
 
    “But what about you?” I inquired, shaking my head. I was still certain I had the answer, but I had to make sure Mrs. Thorndike also realized it was the right answer. “Can you see this world of the dead you speak of? Can you see inside the spiritual realm?” 
 
    Mrs. Thorndike nodded. “Aye, but I was taught from a very young age ‘ow ta see it. Taught from me mum an’ her mum before ‘er. Ye? Well, yer just a pup, no more than a beginner.” 
 
    “Then could it be dangerous for Philippa, er, for Mrs. Fairfax, to open herself to that world and simply drop her spiritual walls, as you termed them?” Grant demanded. It surprised me to find him so fully invested in a subject that previously, he seemed very uncertain about and unwilling to accept. 
 
    “Nay so much dangerous as ‘tis different. ‘Tis like nuffin’ she knows,” Mrs. Thorndike answered, looking over her shoulder at him. “What’s more important is that Mrs. Fairfax won’t know ‘ow ta close the door ta the spiritual realm when she needs ta shut it away—ta live in the world o’ the livin’ Wifout proper instruction an’ learnin’, it’s too easy to confuse the two worlds—to live in ‘em simultaneously.” 
 
    “Well, then, why don’t you teach me?” I suggested with a clipped nod. 
 
    She shook her head, laughed, and the sound that came out was more like a cackle. No wonder Spencer had referred to her as a ‘witch’ and, for all I knew, maybe she was one.  
 
    “‘Tis not somefin’ ye can learn once like ye’d learn a lesson. ‘Tis somefin’ that takes skill, experience, an’ repetition. Ye can only learn how ta let down yer walls, an’ build ‘em back up ta shut the world o’ the dead out with time an’ lotsa practice.” 
 
    “I don’t have time to spare! And Spencer doesn’t have much time left!”  
 
    “Blimey! I ain’t signin’ up fer none o’ this, I ain’t! So if yer relyin’ on me, ye can stop it this blasted moment, ‘cause I ain’t got no bleedin’ interest in bein’ haunted fer the rest o’ me blasted days,” Sophie interjected, shaking her head and crossing her arms over her chest.  
 
    “Ye ain’t the one what needs to,” Mrs. Thorndike spat back at her as she turned her attention from Sophie, and regarded me again. “Only one o’ ye needs ta enter the Midnight Garden.” 
 
    “And that’s me,” I finished for her as I took a deep breath and sighed. “I want you to help me open myself to the spiritual realm, Mrs. Thorndike. I want you to help me drop whatever walls I have that are blocking my progress.” 
 
    “Philippa, no!” Grant started, taking a step closer. His jaw was hard and his eyes were cold as steel. 
 
    “I have to do this,” I argued, shaking my head, but I refused to look at him. “If I lose Spencer forever to that garden, I will never forgive myself, especially knowing that I could have done something to spare him.” 
 
    Grant didn’t respond. Instead, he turned to face Mrs. Thorndike once more. “For the sake of argument, let us suppose that Mrs. Fairfax does, indeed, open her mind and spirit to the spiritual world as you call it. Can you tell me everything that could happen if she isn’t able to buffer herself once more?” 
 
    “‘Twould be a fierce dilemma. She’d feel as if she ‘ad one foot in the world o’ the dead an’ one foot in this one, that o’ the livin’, aye?” Grant nodded to let her know he was following along. “Mrs. Fairfax could lose track o’ which world is real, ‘cause bofe realms would seem real enuff ta ‘er. That means she’d see spirits all the time, an’ be able to interact wif ‘em, but they could also confuse ‘er—make ‘er think things are there that ain’t actually there.” 
 
    “Similar to what happened with Charles Townsend?” Grant asked. “Mrs. Fairfax could lose her mind? Is that what you’re trying to tell us?” 
 
    “Nuffin’ similar ta Mista Townsend, no!” Mrs. Thorndike responded with a short shake of her head. “ ‘e lost ‘is marbles fer anotha reason. But, aye, Mrs. Fairfax could lose ‘er sanity if she ain’t able ta know the difference ‘tween this world an’ the next. Many folks what’s been born wif the gift ‘ave been lost ta insanity, aye.” 
 
    Grant looked at me and shook his head. “It’s not worth it, Philippa.” 
 
    “Spencer’s life is worth—” 
 
    “No man’s life is worth losing your sanity—I don’t care what the bloody hell he means to you.” 
 
    I swallowed hard. “While I always value and appreciate your opinion, Grant, on this matter, I don’t agree with you.” 
 
    He threw his hands in the air and shook his head, as if I’d already lost my mind. “You’re willing to risk your own sanity? To fall victim to your own lunacy?” He paused, his eyes drilling into mine. “Philippa, you could bloody well end up in Bedlam, yourself!” 
 
    I breathed in deeply. “I don’t believe I will lose my mind.”  
 
    “But you don’t bloody well know either!”  
 
    “Aye, the inspecta got ‘isself a good point, ‘e do,” Sophie said. 
 
    I turned back to face Mrs. Thorndike and said, “I believe that with your continued counsel, Mrs. Thorndike, and perhaps meeting more often than once per week,” I added with a little laugh, but no one seemed to find the humor in it, “I will learn how to master the method required to shut the spirits out.” I took another breath. “It’s not as though you’re helping me drop my spiritual defenses and then abandoning me to my own defenses!” 
 
    “No!” Mrs. Thorndike said with a nod. “O’ course we’ll continue our lessons an’ wif much more regularity, aye.” Grant was ready to argue again (probably at the idea of me returning to this place), when Mrs. Thorndike held up her hand to stop him. “An’ remember this: those what is born wif the veil ‘ave them the strongest attachments ta the spiritual realm.” 
 
    “And what, pray tell, does that mean?” Grant demanded. 
 
    “That Mrs. Fairfax’s abilities, ‘er gifts, are far greater than any other medium’s. She was born wif the veil an’ that means she got ‘er a special spiritual destiny.” 
 
    “There you have it,” I said to Grant, nodding fervently. 
 
    “I still ain’t volunteerin’ fer nuffin’,” Sophie said. 
 
    Mrs. Thorndike turned to face her. “We’ll need yer ‘elp ta siphon the spirits inta Mrs. Fairfax usin’ yer gift o’ channelin’, Miss Fenton, but, aye, that’s all we’ll need from ye.” 
 
    “An’ that ain’t gonna mean I’m gonna start seein’ ghosts an’ ghoulies all night an’ all bloody day then?” 
 
    Mrs. Thorndike shook her head. “Nay, ye won’t.” 
 
    “Then I should like for us to begin at once,” I said, chin in the air. “We can’t afford to waste any more time. Spencer needs all the help he can get and he needs it now,” I finished. My mind was finally made up as I turned to face the old woman beside me. “Mrs. Thorndike, please proceed with whatever you need to do in order to expose me to the spiritual realm.” 
 
    “An’ whit ‘appens from there then?” Sophie asked.  
 
    “Aye,” Grant nodded. “Good question. Once you manage to open Mrs. Fairfax to this realm of the spirits, Mrs. Thorndike, does that automatically guarantee her access to the garden?” 
 
    Mrs. Thorndike shook her head. “Nay, it don’t. But Mrs. Fairfax will ‘ave a direct line o’ communication wif the spirits then—an’ if they choose, they’ll show ‘er ‘ow ta access the garden.” 
 
    “And you’re certain you can teach me how to drop this wall which is currently blocking my attempts?” I asked, uncertain how difficult the process might be. 
 
    She nodded. “Aye, sure as I am the sky be blue.” 
 
    “Then it’s settled,” I said, slapping my hands together. “I should like you to show me how to drop my walls at once.” 
 
    “Philippa,” Grant started. “Please, try to be reasonable about this. Let us at least discuss it privately, between the two of us.” 
 
    “No,” I replied, shaking my head. “I’m sorry, Grant, but my mind is already made up.” 
 
      
 
    ### 
 
      
 
     As I prepared for the ritual that I hoped would drop my psychic walls and unite me to the spiritual realm, the air grew heavy with anticipation. Even the minute dust motes seemed to be holding their breath, suspended in air. 
 
    Sophie, who sat beside me, gave me a reassuring smile or at least, it was as encouraging an expression as she could manage. Grant, meanwhile, loomed large by the window, where he watched the proceedings with a strange sort of detachment. I noticed he refused to look me in the eyes. I was fairly certain he believed I was going to such trouble out of love or desire he believed I held for Spencer. Never mind the fact that my love for Spencer was purely platonic. I could not understand why Grant had such a difficult time accepting that fact, but it was his cross to bear, not mine. 
 
    My heart, meanwhile, pounded wildly in my chest, the rhythmic thuds echoing in my ears like ominous drums. My palms felt clammy and cold, and I took a deep, steadying breath to try and calm myself. This was it—the moment of truth—the instant we shattered the walls between this world and the next and could finally ask the spirits to aid us on our mission.  
 
    “All right then,” Mrs. Thorndike said, her voice steady and reassuring. “Let us begin.” She reached out and grasped Sophie’s hand, then mine, forming a circle around the table between the three of us. I could feel the energy radiating from both women, and my own anxiety grew as the silence stretched on. 
 
    “Close yer eyes,” Mrs. Thorndike instructed softly, and I complied, shutting out the flickering candlelight and plunging myself into darkness. My breathing slowed, and I focused on the steady warmth of Mrs. Thorndike’s hand in mine as she began to speak. 
 
    “O, spirits,” she intoned, her voice low and reverent, “we beseech thee ta aid us. ‘elp this woman born wif the veil, Philippa Fairfax, ta drop the walls ‘tween yer world an’ that o’ the livin’, an’ allow ‘er ta see wif ‘er true eyes—the eyes she was born wif.” 
 
    I felt a shiver run down my spine as the room grew colder, and I held my breath, waiting for something—anything—to happen. The anticipation was almost unbearable, like standing on the edge of a cliff, waiting for it to crumble. 
 
    “O, spirits,” Mrs. Thorndike repeated, “we call upon ye ta release the barriers that blind Mrs. Fairfax’s true sight,” she continued, her voice growing stronger and more resonant. “Come an’ join us, spirits, I ask ye ta speak frough Miss Fenton an’ tell us when ye’ve arrived.” 
 
    With each word she spoke, I felt a tingling sensation spreading throughout my body, as if a thousand pinpricks of electricity were dancing along my skin. My heart still pounded in my chest, and even though my eyes remained closed, I sensed a powerful energy swirling around us. It pulsed and undulated, growing stronger with every heartbeat. 
 
    “Allow Mrs. Fairfax ta see the world as it truly is, yer world an’ our own world—together,” Mrs. Thorndike said firmly, her words echoing in my ears like an incantation. “Endow ‘er wif the vision ta perceive the unseen, the strength ta bridge the gap ‘tween our realm an’ yers. If yer ‘ere wif us, speak frough Miss Fenton.” 
 
    Even though I probably shouldn’t have, I opened one eye just a crack to see what was happening around the table. The candles seemed to be struggling to stay alight against a slight wind (that I couldn’t feel). That was strange enough, but when I looked over at Sophie, I found her eyes were rolled back and her pupils and irises were now completely white! I made a gasping sound and Mrs. Thorndike slapped my hand, whispering for me to close my eyes, which I immediately did. 
 
    “Spirits!” she wailed, her voice now much louder, “are ye ‘ere?” 
 
    “Yesss,” Sophie suddenly hissed, her voice sounding totally unlike her own. “You have summoned us and we have come.” It seemed as if a hundred different voices were speaking through her, which of course was impossible. 
 
    “Thank ye, spirits,” Mrs. Thorndike continued. “We ask ye ta use yer power ta unblock Mrs. Fairfax—an’ allow ‘er ta exist in yer world an’ in the world o’ the livin’.” 
 
    “She possesses the sight,” Sophie, who didn’t sound like Sophie, responded. “She was born with the veil.” 
 
    “Aye,” Mrs. Thorndike agreed. “But she can’t see wif ‘er true eyes an’ we ask ye, great an’ knowin’ spirits, ta release whateva is disallowin’ ‘er ta claim ‘er birthright. Allow ‘er ta see yer world as clearly as she sees ‘er own.” Then she tapped my hand once more and whispered, as if from the side of her mouth (although my eyes were closed so I couldn’t be certain), “ask the spirits fer their ‘elp then.” 
 
    I cleared my throat, not entirely certain how to properly ask the spirits for their guidance or the exact words I might say, but I figured I didn’t have to elaborate. Direct was probably best. “Spirits, I ask you to unblock me, to restore the sight with which I was endowed at the time I was born. I ask you to tear down the walls that keep me from understanding you and your world. To destroy whatever stands between us that keeps your world hidden from me. Allow me to see all the wonderful things that I am privileged and destined to see. Allow me to access your realm, the realm of the dead.” 
 
    As I spoke, I felt something shifting within me—a sudden surge of warmth that seemed to originate from deep inside my heart. It spread outward in ripples, then in waves, reaching my fingertips and toes before receding like the tide. As it did, it felt as if the walls or the block or whatever it was that had sealed my psychic abilities began to crumble away, bit by bit, like sand eroding beneath a stormy sea. Then there was a terrible roaring of wind that seemed to be blowing directly around me, although I couldn’t feel my hair shifting, nor my clothing. 
 
    “Open yer eyes,” Mrs. Thorndike whispered, her voice barely audible over the sound of my own racing thoughts and the wind that was still billowing around me. 
 
    I hesitated for a moment, unsure of what I would find when I did finally open my eyes. But then, gathering my courage, I lifted my eyelids and the wind immediately stopped. I looked forward, only to find Sophie staring back at me, her eyes back to normal once more, thank goodness. 
 
    “Look ‘round yerself, an’ see the world wif yer true eyes,” Mrs. Thorndike said and there was a smile on her face which assured me we’d been victorious in this ritual. Or, at least, I hoped that’s what it meant. 
 
    I turned from Sophie to Grant, who appeared to be completely perturbed and worried. But what I noticed more than his furrowed expression, was the bright light that outlined him—making him look as if he were glowing…  
 
    “There’s a bright light around you, Grant,” I said, realizing my own voice sounded completely awestruck. 
 
    “Aye,” Mrs. Thorndike answered. “Yer seein’ the inspecta’s life energy, ‘is aura.” 
 
    When I turned to face her, I nearly fell over in my seat. Grant had a nice glow all around him, but Mrs. Thorndike was something else entirely. She was completely encapsulated by a roaring bright white light that flamed up from her and nearly illuminated the entire room. I glanced at Sophie to find her light much larger and brighter than Grant’s but nowhere near as blinding as Mrs. Thorndike’s. She almost seemed to be ablaze with her immense brightness. 
 
    As to the rest of the formerly dismal room, well, it appeared much the same as it had before. The flickering candles cast dark shadows on the walls, the worn table felt steady beneath my hands, and the threadbare rug beneath it looked just as piteous as it had before. But just as my gaze slowly adjusted to the dim light outside the windows, I began to see them: tiny balls of shimmering light, floating in midair. As I watched in wonder, they floated right through the windows and into the room with us, seemingly drawn to me, or perhaps I was just imagining that. But, no, as I sat there, the balls of light began to circle me before they orbited Sophie and Mrs. Thorndike and then drifted through the room and back into the outside air once more. First, there were just a few of them, then as I watched closely, more and more began to flow through the window and the walls, only to dance before and around me, returning to float through the walls, the door, the ceiling, and the floor once more.  
 
    “Mrs. Thorndike,” I breathed, my voice barely more than a whisper, “what are they?” 
 
    “Yer true sight ‘as been restored,” she said, her eyes shining with pride and perhaps a bit of relief. “An’ now yer seein’ the spirits as they choose ta show themselves.” 
 
    “Spirits?” Sophie repeated, looking frightened. 
 
    “Aye,” Mrs. Thorndike responded. “They’ve been ‘ere all along, although ye couldn’t perceive ‘em.” 
 
    I stared in wonder at the ethereal orbs, each one pulsating with a life of its own, their colors shifting like rainbows in a kaleidoscope. It was as if I’d stepped into a new world—but this one was characterized by so much light and indescribable beauty that I realized at once it had been hidden from me for far too long. 
 
    

  

 
  
   CHAPTER TWELVE:
PHILIPPA 
 
      
 
    “Thank you,” I murmured to Mrs. Thorndike, overwhelmed by the gift she and the spirits had given me. 
 
    “Are you well, Philippa?” Grant asked. He was still standing in the far corner of the room, but watching me as if he were a hawk. I could see the tightness in his jaw and eyes. He was, as always, worried, frustrated and uncomfortable—that much was obvious. 
 
    I smiled and gave him a quick nod. “I feel just fine. Actually, I feel better than fine.” 
 
    The room seemed to be teeming with new life, the delicate orbs of light gliding around us like fireflies and celestial dancers. Every time I looked at them, I was entranced by their movements, and my heart swelled with gratitude and fascination. 
 
    “Yer connection ta the spirit realm is complete,” Mrs. Thorndike announced, “The spirits are allowin’ ye ta perceive what was once invisible ta ye,” she continued. “Yer now one wif this world, that o’ the livin’ an’ that o’ the dead, Mrs. Fairfax. An’ while ye’ll be lost ta the wonder o’ the spiritual realm, ye must always keep in mind which world be real an’ which world ain’t.” 
 
    I nodded, taking in her words and the burdensome weight of the responsibility which soon settled upon my shoulders. Even though my former barrier had appeared to vanish, there was still much more I needed to address with my newfound abilities. 
 
    “Mrs. Thorndike,” I said in a firm voice. “Can you ask the spirits to reveal to us how we might release Spencer?” 
 
    She regarded me thoughtfully for a moment. “That’s now ‘tween ye an’ the spirits, Mrs. Fairfax. Ye now ‘ave as much connection ta the spiritual realm as I do.” Then she gave me a smile. “But I s’pose there ain’t no harm in tryin’.” 
 
    With that, she raised her arms and called upon the spirits once more, her voice resonating with authority and reverence. The orbs seemed to respond, their movements becoming more purposeful as they blipped brighter and then shifted about the room, flitting even more quickly. 
 
    “Great spirits, we beseech ye,” Mrs. Thorndike intoned, “entrust yer knowledge o’ the Midnight Garden ta Mrs. Fairfax, who now stands ‘tween bofe yer realm an’ that o’ the livin’. She’s good an’ ready ta accept yer guidance an’ counsel if ye will gift them upon ‘er.” 
 
    As she spoke, the air around us seemed to hum with energy, and a tingling sensation began at the base of my skull, as if something deep inside me were suddenly awakening. The orbs began to gravitate towards me, their hues shifting and merging like a living tapestry. 
 
    “Tell the spirits ‘xactly what ye would like ta know,” Mrs. Thorndike said softly, her eyes searching mine for any hint of doubt or fear. 
 
    I nodded and cleared my throat, looking at the orbs of light as I addressed them. “Spirits, I would like to know the secrets of the Midnight Garden in order to free my friend, William Spencer, from its grasp. Can you tell me or show me why the Midnight Garden exists or how it exists?” I hoped this might be a good place to start and I still had to test this newfound connection I had with the realm of the dead.  
 
    Almost immediately I received a vision like a bolt of lightning, and my mind’s eye was suddenly filled with vivid images of a bygone era.  
 
    I immediately focused on a man and a woman who were dressed in clothing that would have been fashionable a few centuries ago. The woman, whom I recognized as Lillian from my spectral visit with Spencer, was truly beautiful with her long, raven tresses and heart-shaped face. She was accompanied by a man and even though I’d never seen him before, I was struck with the understanding that this man was Frederick, the true Frederick, the only man Lillian had ever truly loved. As I watched them, I could hear a voice narrating the images that met my eyes. 
 
    “Their love was vibrant and alive as the blooming flowers surrounding them in this, the garden where they had spent many hours falling deeper in love with one another.” 
 
    I didn’t know to whom the voice belonged, but supposed it must have been the spirits who were telling me the story of the Midnight Garden, just as I’d requested.  
 
    “Frederick, mine heart’s delight,” Lillian said, her eyes shining with devotion as she looked upon him, “I cannot envision a future without thee.” As soon as she spoke the words, she turned on her toes and paced away from him, burying her face in the sleeve of her gown as sobs wracked her small frame. 
 
    “Nor I, my dearest Lillian, mine heart doth ache at the mere thought,” Frederick replied, his voice heavy with emotion as he went to her. Turning her around, he pulled her into the cocoon of his chest, and kissed the top of her head. “But my father will ne’er grant his blessing upon our union.” 
 
    “And hast thou revealed thy love for me? Hast thou disclosed to him thy affection for me?” Lillian inquired. 
 
    Frederick smiled down at her, as if her question were absurd. “My love, I have declared my affections for thee to all who will lend an ear. Alas, my father doth remain resolute in his denial of our union. He hath decreed a match with another—a damsel from yonder village.” 
 
    “A match with another? Doth that signify she doth come from a more fitting lineage, pray tell?” Lillian guessed and became upset as she shook her head and buried her sobs in Frederick’s jacket.  
 
    Frederick didn’t respond, which was response enough. 
 
    I could feel the despair radiating from them both, as if their sorrow and disappointment had seeped through the veil of time and space to touch my own soul. My heart ached for their plight, and the future of their love that was so cruelly denied them. 
 
    “Then we must away in secret, Frederick,” Lillian declared, pulling her face from his chest. Her determination was evident in her voice as she stared up at him, nodding. “We shall carve our own destiny, and take wing from the shackles of society and the demands of our kin.” 
 
    “Away in secret?” Frederick repeated, his brow furrowing with obvious concern. “That would entail forsaking all we know, my dearest. Thou wouldst be departing thy hearth, thy companions... and our kith and kin would ne’er absolve us.” 
 
    “True love is worth any sacrifice,” she replied inflexibly, her gaze never wavering from his. “I would prefer to endure a lifetime of banishment than to strive to live a solitary day without thee at my side.” 
 
    “And I, thee, my love,” Frederick agreed, the weight of his decision settling upon him.  
 
    “And so it was decided that if Frederick’s father would not allow his son to marry the woman of his heart, then they would leave this place and start a new life together elsewhere. Once the solution was chosen, the lovers made arrangements to meet at midnight on the following evening, in their most beloved garden, the place where their love first blossomed and the location that would seal their fate.”  
 
    As the vision began to fade, I realized with a jolt that Lillian and Frederick’s cherished meeting place, the lovely garden that nurtured the onset of their love, was none other than the future grounds of Highgate Cemetery, its boundless beauty yet to be marred by the graves of the departed, a place where love and death would become inextricably intertwined. How I was suddenly certain of this fact, I could not say, but the truth of it continued to play out in my mind until I accepted it as fact.  
 
    “Mrs. Thorndike,” I breathed, my voice barely audible as the vision retreated to the depths of my memory. “The spirits responded. They revealed to me—that is to say, I saw them—I saw Lillian and Frederick, in their former life. They were planning to elope because their love was forbidden.” 
 
    “Go on,” she urged, her eyes growing wider with anticipation. 
 
    “Frederick’s father forbade their marriage and arranged another match for his son. But they would not be deterred, and they made a pact to meet at their garden—the Midnight Garden—which would later become the future site of Highgate Cemetery.” 
 
    Before I could go on, another scene began to emerge inside my mind’s eye. This vision swirled before me, the tendrils of time drawing me deeper into the past.  
 
    Night had fallen over the garden, shrouding its beauty in shadows and darkness. I could feel the cool dampness of the earth beneath my feet and the chill of the air that carried with it the scent of fresh blossoms. It was as if I were standing there, inside the walls of the Midnight Garden, and experiencing it for myself.  
 
    Lillian stood at the edge of the garden, her face pale and drawn in the milky rays of the moon, clutching a small, worn satchel to her chest. The moonlight bathed her in a ghostly glow, casting eerie shadows across the landscape as she fully entered the garden and walked to its center. There, she placed her satchel on a bench and turned around in all directions expectantly. But there was no sign of Frederick. Clearly nervous, she paced the grass lawn of the garden, her footsteps barely making a sound as she walked this way and that, anxiously awaiting Frederick’s arrival. 
 
    In the distance, I could hear the chiming of the Copperas Hill Clock Tower at Blackfriars Theater. The clock chimed twelve times, announcing the hour of midnight. Lillian looked up at the sky, cocking her head at the sound of the deep, resonant bell.  
 
    “Frederick, what detaineth thee?” I heard her whisper, her voice trembling with fear and doubt. “I beseech thee, forsake me not in this dire hour.” 
 
    “But Frederick did not arrive; nor did he arrive many hours later,” the voice of the spirits narrated as I watched the heartbreaking scene unfold before me. “More hours passed, and still, there was no sign of Frederick. Lillian grew more desperate, her heart breaking with each passing minute until she concluded that Frederick must have heeded his father’s words and decided not to marry her.” 
 
    I could feel Lillian’s anguish as though it were my own, cutting through my heart like a dull knife. It was all I could do to remain standing when my first impulse was to crumple to the ground and lose myself to my tears—tears that were already streaming down my face. Then, the vision of Lillian in the garden began to fade from my view and I was left with the absolute understanding that Lillian, unable to bear the pain of Frederick’s abandonment, had taken her own life.  
 
    “And only a few minutes later, after Lillian had bled out into the earth of the garden she cherished so very much, Frederick did arrive. He stumbled over her lifeless body among the flowers. Overwhelmed by his grief and guilt, he, too, succumbed to the darkness and welcomed death, lying down to expire right beside his love inside the garden they both adored.” 
 
    The vision faded and I was returned to my current surroundings.  
 
    When I opened my eyes, I found the room very still, and the air seemed stifling with the weight of this newfound knowledge. I could feel it settling over us like a heavy shroud, and the implications of what I’d seen were both haunting and profound. Yet within that darkness, there remained a glimmer of hope deep inside me—the possibility that I was forearmed with this latest information, and I might, at last, unravel the secret of the Midnight Garden to set Spencer free. All the while, the spiritual balls of light continued to orbit me, floating here and there, going through the windows, the walls, wherever they chose to go. 
 
    I didn’t know if the spirits were still providing me with information regarding the Midnight Garden, but I was suddenly overcome with yet another realization. My breath caught in my chest as I stared at Mrs. Thorndike. The enormity of the moment buoyed me like a fresh breath of air in a heavy fog. I’d just discovered the answer—the way to release Spencer. At least, I felt fairly certain I’d just solved the puzzle. 
 
    “Lillian and Frederick never found each other in death,” I whispered, my voice shaking with the weight of this discovery. Now that I considered the realization, I was certain it had to be the truth because it was channeled by the dead. “Their spirits are still searching for one another, longing for the true love they were denied in life.” 
 
    “‘Tis quite possible,” Mrs. Thorndike said, her eyes widening with understanding. “Lillian’s soul could be trapped inside the garden—a garden that’s ‘er own prison an’ ‘er own design.” 
 
    “That’s it!” I exclaimed, nodding as I stood up in triumph. I could no longer just sit as the secrets of the Midnight Garden slowly began to dawn on me. I took a deep breath and paced the floor to the other side of Mrs. Thorndike’s overly small room, nodding all the while. “Lillian has been trapped inside the Midnight Garden all this time, for centuries, because she’s unable to find Frederick! That’s the precise reason why she continues to trap man after man after man, as she has—well, for hundreds of years!” 
 
    “‘ow’s that again?” Sophie demanded. 
 
    “Lillian is still waiting for Frederick to return to her so they can elope, just as they’d planned. She mistakes the various men who have entered Highgate Cemetery for Frederick, which is why she opens the garden to them. And they become entranced by the vision of the garden and Lillian, herself, which is why they willingly enter.” I paced back the other way as I chewed on my lower lip, trying to fit all the evidence together. “Yes, that must be it—Lillian kept calling Spencer ‘Frederick’ because she truly thought, and hoped, that Spencer was Frederick!” I started pacing back the other direction. “The very same thing must have happened with Charles Townsend.” 
 
    “But why did the garden allow Charles to leave it, eh?” Sophie asked as she shook her head. “Did Lillian realize Charles weren’t ‘er dear Frederick after all?” 
 
    “Truthfully, I don’t know why she let Charles Townsend go,” I admitted, my brow furrowing in thought before I dropped my hands and faced her with a vacant expression. “But perhaps there was something that gave Lillian pause, or somehow convinced her that Charles was not the man she sought.” 
 
    “And, like a blasted cherry pit, the garden just spat him out!” Grant finished rather crudely. 
 
    I looked at him and nodded before starting to pace back the other way. 
 
    “Perhaps it will do the same with Spencer,” Grant continued. “Once Lillian realizes Spencer isn’t Frederick, the garden will just eject him forthwith.” 
 
    “While that certainly might be the case,” I started as I shook my head and faced him. “I don’t want to wait five more years to find out!” I breathed in deeply before continuing, “The point is this: once Lillian discovers that the man she entrapped isn’t Frederick, she returns him back to the land of the living.”  
 
    “Yet, Charles Townsend was the only person who returned after years,” Grant informed me. “Most victims emerged from the garden within days, or perhaps weeks at the very longest. Never years. That is, with the exception of Charles.” 
 
    I nodded. “Charles must be the exception to the rule then.” 
 
    “But why?” Sophie asked. 
 
    I shrugged. “Perhaps he played the role of Frederick much better than any other man had before him?” I shook my head at the idea. “It doesn’t matter! The only thing that does matter is our urgency. We have to get Spencer away from the garden and Lillian before he fully succumbs to the insane idea that he’s Frederick.” I took a deep breath, and the very thought of Spencer’s mind lapsing into delirium caused me all sorts of anguish. “I’m fairly certain that once Spencer is convinced that he truly is Frederick, then his mind will be lost without any hope of saving him. Just as Charles’ mind was lost forever.” 
 
    “I have one issue with your hypothesis,” Grant retorted. 
 
    I turned to face him. “And what could that be?” 
 
    He shrugged. “The vanishings in Highgate Cemetery were not just confined to men. Yes, many of them were men, but just as many victims were also women.” 
 
    I nodded as that fact dawned on me—he was quite correct. I hadn’t considered that part of the equation just yet and Grant certainly did make a good point.  
 
    “Then that means,” I started, my eyes going wider as they locked onto his. 
 
    “That means that it ain’t just Lillian what’s caught in the Midnight Garden,” Sophie announced loudly, “but Frederick musta gotten stuck inside it too an’ now e’s lookin’ fer his own poor sot ta woo.” She exhaled a long sigh and shook her head. “Just one more reason I ain’t got no interest in steppin’ one foot in the cursed place.” 
 
    “Yes,” I nodded. “Exactly. They’re both trapped inside the Midnight Garden and for some unfathomable reason, they’re unable to find one another. That must be why they both keep mistaking passersby for each other.” 
 
    “Blimey! Ain’t that a proper pickle?” 
 
    “Then ye got yer answer,” Mrs. Thorndike said, nodding as I realized up until now, she’d been silent—simply allowing me to figure it out for myself. I looked from her to Sophie and from Sophie to Grant, only to find Grant studying me with a strange expression.  
 
    “We must find a way to reunite Lillian and Frederick,” I insisted. “Perhaps then, they can finally be at peace and the disappearances will end,” I finished with as much authority as I could muster. I was fairly certain Grant wouldn’t be easy to convince of my theory and owing to the expression on his face, I was proving myself correct. “If we can help the two of them find each other, perhaps that will break the grip the Midnight Garden has on Spencer and allow him to go free.” 
 
    “What if that’s not the solution?” Grant asked, crossing his arms over his broad chest as he regarded me with a pinched expression. 
 
    I shook my head and waved his question away. “It is the solution, Grant—I have no doubt of it.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER THIRTEEN:
GRANT 
 
      
 
    The full moon cast eerie shadows over the entrance gates of Highgate Cemetery, where Philippa and I stood, a chilly breeze rustling the dead leaves around us. The night was alive with whispers and secrets, and my mind was swirling with wonder as to what we could possibly be stepping into. 
 
    “Ready, Grant?” Philippa’s melodic voice broke through my thoughts, her blue eyes shining with determination and excitement as she gazed up at me, that pixie smile so pertly poised upon her lips. 
 
    I nodded, but my mind raced back to our most recent departure from Mrs. Thorndike’s. As soon as we’d left the horridly squalid, little room, Philippa declared she intended to head straight for Highgate. Of course, I did my blasted best to dissuade her from pursuing such a mission (and especially after the evening we’d had) but she simply replied that she was not afraid to proceed on her own, if need be. Of course, there was no way I could let her wander into the graveyard alone—my conscience and sense of duty wouldn’t allow it. Actually, my decision to accompany her had nothing to do with my conscience nor my sense of duty—I simply worried too bloody much about the difficult woman. Truly, she would be the death of me. 
 
    “You don’t have to do this,” I said as we faced the gates to the dismal graveyard, trying one last time to discourage her.  
 
    “Grant, we’ve been over this so many times now that I must admit, I’ve grown quite exhausted with the subject,” Philippa replied, a hint of impatience in her tone as she tapped her foot and crossed her arms over her chest. “I need to go, and I know you don’t want me to go alone. So, let’s just get on with it, shall we?” 
 
    “Very well,” I sighed, knowing when I was beaten.  
 
    As we entered, I couldn’t deny the feeling that we were crossing the threshold of an ominous world that wasn’t meant for me. It was one that had been completely unknown to me prior to my introduction to Philippa. How my staunchest beliefs had shifted since my introduction to the frustrating woman! Once a committed skeptic, I now found myself questioning the very foundations of my understanding of the world. The supernatural seemed less far-fetched with each passing moment I spent with the little minx, and after the evening we’d just experienced at Mrs. Thorndike’s, well, let us just say I was now quite convinced a world beyond this one was very much alive. 
 
    “There’s something almost comforting in knowing there’s more to this world than meets the eye,” I said softly. 
 
    “Then have I managed to change your cynical mind?” she asked with a little laugh. 
 
    I cocked my head to the side as I considered the question. “I suppose you have.”  
 
    “Well, I shall consider it a job well done then.” 
 
    We walked a little farther, but the atmosphere was particularly unsettling as the insufficient lighting and dense foliage of the graveyard collaborated to give it an aura of chilling mystery. The moon was full and round, spotlighting the cemetery’s Gothic arches, gravestones, and mausoleums. The trees loomed overhead, their branches creating eerie silhouettes against the night sky, whilst thick ivy and creeping vines blanketed some of the graves, giving the impression of nature slowly reclaiming the burial grounds. The sound of creaking metal every time the wind swung the front gates, moving them this way and that, sent shivers down my spine. 
 
    “Do you still see them?” I asked, turning to face Philippa. Her natural beauty appeared even more heightened in the milky rays of the moonlight. “I mean, the... spirit balls you mentioned at Mrs. Thorndike’s?” 
 
    Philippa paused for a moment, her eyes scanning the dark shapes of the gravestones rising from the earth like uneven teeth.  
 
    “Yes,” she said softly. “They’re everywhere.” 
 
    “Like floating orbs of light?” I tried to imagine what it must be like to have such a gift—or perhaps it was a curse—at this point, I was wholly uncertain. The only thing I could admit now was that all this talk of death and spirits had left me quite on edge.  
 
    “Yes, just so,” she nodded. 
 
    “Does it frighten you—having the ability to see them?” I asked, genuinely concerned for her well-being. Could such an aptitude become overwhelming, or even dangerous to her mind? I supposed it could and that was something that frustrated me, mostly because there was nothing I could do to protect her against it.  
 
    “Strangely, no,” she answered, her voice firmer, even though her eyebrows arched in surprise. “In fact, I feel more connected to the world now than ever before. It’s almost as if I’m seeing it through new eyes or perhaps the eyes I was born to see it with.” 
 
    “Interesting,” I responded, mulling over her words. Spiritualism was a concept both fascinating and terrifying to me, and I marveled at her talent to embrace it so readily and ostensibly without fear. 
 
    “Grant, don’t worry about me,” Philippa said gently, sensing my unease as she reached out and wrapped her fingers around my arm before smiling up at me. “I can handle this. And besides, you’re here to ensure my safety, aren’t you?” 
 
    “Always,” I promised, genuinely touched by her confidence in me. 
 
    She gave me one last smile before dropping her hand and facing forward once more. “It’s curious, but if I focus on one of the spirit orbs long enough, it begins to take the form of a person.”  
 
    “You mean... like a ghost?” 
 
    “Yes—that’s exactly what I mean.” As I watched her, she appeared to be doing just that—concentrating on something in the near distance that I failed to see. “I just have to focus on the ball of light and pretty soon it manifests itself into what I imagine was a person in their former life. The only difference is they appear quite transparent and they glow with an eerie light.” 
 
    “What color are they?” 
 
    She cocked her head to the side. “Some are bright white, others have a yellowish tinge, others can be blue and still others are of a greenish hue.” 
 
    As she spoke, my eyes scanned the darkness for any sign of these mysterious orbs. But I failed to see a blasted thing. “Is it possible that you could communicate with them?” 
 
    “I’m not certain,” she replied, her voice more hushed as if she were afraid to disturb the slumbering dead. “I’ve not tried that yet—but if this connection I have to the spirits is anything like the one I have with Patrick, then I would assume so.” 
 
    At the mention of Patrick, I swallowed hard. My natural proclivity tended towards guilt whenever I thought of my former close friend—guilt regarding the fact that I had absolutely developed an attraction to his wife. And now that shame was being inundated with even more guilt over the fact that I’d allowed his widow to return to this blasted place. I was more than certain Patrick would heartily disapprove of such an errand. Or would he? As far as their courtship was concerned, I was still entirely in the dark. 
 
    “Would Patrick have approved of what you’re doing?” I asked her. “Would he have accompanied you here tonight and to Mrs. Thorndike’s do you suppose?” 
 
    She was quiet for a few seconds. “Actually, I’m not certain. Patrick always encouraged me in all of my endeavors and pursuits in life, but truthfully, I never revealed any interest in the occult back then.” She paused again. “In death, though, he certainly wants me to utilize my gifts—and to realize them.” 
 
    “Is Patrick here with us now?” I asked. 
 
    Philippa looked over at me and smiled sadly as she shook her head. “I’m afraid I still can’t feel his presence.” 
 
    Not wanting her to focus on the sadness that was now overcoming her when she thought of her deceased husband, I changed the subject. “Have you noticed any other changes since Mrs. Thorndike taught you how to drop your spiritual walls? Does the world appear any different to you?”  
 
    “Other than seeing the spiritual orbs of light, everything else appears the same,” she replied, her gaze sweeping across the cemetery with a scrutinizing eye.  
 
    We walked in silence for a while after that, each of us lost to our own thoughts. My eyes continued to scan the perimeter from left to right, as I couldn’t ignore the feeling that we were being watched. Although I couldn’t see the spirits that Philippa could see, I was quite certain their presence surrounded us like a spectral embrace. Perhaps it was their ghostly eyes I could feel fastened upon us. Or maybe I was just imagining things.  
 
    When we reached the center of the graveyard, Philippa stopped walking and turned to face me as I did the same. 
 
    “Grant,” she began, her voice tinged with uncertainty. “I don’t want you to take any chances or risks by entering the Midnight Garden with me, that is, if it should reveal itself to us tonight.” Her gaze flickered toward the cemetery’s dark expanse, clearly unsure whether our destination would decide to appear. When she turned back to face me, her expression was soft, even thoughtful. “I couldn’t bear it if anything were to happen to you.” 
 
    “Philippa,” I said firmly as I shook my head, my heart swelling with protective resolve. “I don’t fancy the idea of you entering the garden any more than you fancy me entering it.” I took a deep breath and released it. “Yet, I know your mind is made up.” I took another long breath. “I do wish you’d at least take the evening to think it over very seriously and consider everything that’s at risk. Then, you could ask yourself whether the end justifies the means and whether it is really worth it to you take that risk.” 
 
    Her lips grew tight and there was a sense of determination in her eyes that hadn’t been there before. “I appreciate your concern, but my mind is already determined to see this through. Truly, I have no time to waste if I’m going to rescue Spencer… intact. I may not have another opportunity before... well, before Spencer loses his mind forever...” She squared her shoulders, her resolve evident despite the shadows that played across her lovely face. 
 
    “He might already have lost his mind.” 
 
    She nodded at the possibility. “Yes, but until I know for certain, I have to move forward, thinking there’s still a chance.” 
 
    “Fine,” I sighed in resignation, trying not to allow the anger within me to ignite. That turned out to be a very difficult task because the blasted man did not deserve Philippa’s loyalty. In fact, he didn’t deserve anything from her, I was more than certain. “But I will not allow you to go alone.” 
 
    “This is my responsibility, Grant,” she insisted, shaking her head. “Besides, I know how you feel about Spencer.” 
 
    “It’s true that I share no fondness for the man, but it’s you that I worry for and... well, you whom I care about.” Not wanting to reveal more than I already had, I stood up straighter and cleared my throat. “The point is, I shall be by your side every step of the way, whether you ask me to or not.” 
 
    “Oh, you are taxing sometimes,” she said with a little smile. 
 
    “I could say the same about you.” 
 
    “And you do!” she laughed. 
 
    We started forward once more, the line of moonlight seeming to illuminate our way. Fairly soon, the sound of our footsteps was the only noise to interrupt the otherwise still night. That is, until a raven began cawing from high in the tree branches above. 
 
    “And just how do you plan to retrieve Spencer?” I asked, wondering if she’d thought through her plan and covered every alternative. 
 
    “If I can access the Midnight Garden, I’m hopeful I can explain to Lillian that Spencer is not Frederick. I shall continue to tell her that Frederick has moved on to the spiritual realm, which means he can never return to the garden. Perhaps then, she may release Spencer in order to move on, herself.” 
 
    I paused in my tracks, studying her unwavering expression. It struck me then just how far she was willing to go for Spencer—a man whose motives I couldn’t trust and never had.  
 
    “You truly believe that?” I asked, struggling to keep the edge absent from my voice. “That Lillian will simply let him go, the man she believes is her beloved, just like that?” 
 
    “Perhaps not ‘just like that’,” Philippa allowed, a wry smile tugging at the corner of her lips. “But if there’s any possibility at all... I have to try. And now that I have this ability to fully interact with the other side, well, I believe that alone improves my chances of persuading her.” Her eyes shone with fierce resolve, and I found myself reluctantly admiring her tenacity. 
 
    “Very well,” I sighed, knowing it was futile to argue with her. She was the first person I’d ever known who could be more stubborn than I.  
 
    As we continued our search for the Midnight Garden, my thoughts turned to the depth of her feelings for Spencer. He was a scoundrel, a rogue who’d charmed his way into her life and affection. Now there was no more doubt in my mind that he’d charmed his way into her heart. Since his imprisonment inside the garden, it had become painfully clear that Philippa’s feelings for him ran far deeper than I’d originally realized. At first, I’d thought the two of them had a strange friendship I scarcely understood, but now I was beginning to learn that Philippa’s feelings for the harridan were much more intense than I’d estimated. And, yes, I was convinced he was every inch a cad and a reprobate, who, in no way, deserved her heart.  
 
    Love is blind, as they say, I thought to myself. 
 
    In response, I clenched my jaw, growing frustration welling up inside me. How could she be so blind to Spencer’s true nature? How could she not understand who and what he truly was? I had no doubt he wanted nothing more than to bed her before moving on to his next conquest. Yet, as I looked at her, standing so small amid the graves and headstones, I knew I couldn’t fault her for her feelings. Love was a cruel and capricious master, it was true.  
 
    Although it stung me to admit it, I knew I had to face the truth of my own feelings for her: this unending desire and attraction that gnawed at me, both day and night. The time had come for me to put aside my own miserable longing, lest I face a broken heart. After the affair regarding Mr. Spencer and the Midnight Garden finally got resolved (or didn’t), I knew I had to cut ties permanently with this woman. The truth was facing me squarely and I had to address it. My options were limited: either abandon my love for her or lose myself to the gloom that would certainly ensue once Spencer began courting Philippa. For all I knew, perhaps he already was. Good God, how I hoped the two of them weren’t already an item… yet, I imagined if such were the case, Philippa would certainly have told me? And she wouldn’t continue to carry on as if he were merely her friend? 
 
    Yes, I had to sever my relationship with Philippa Fairfax, before it did me in entirely. I surprised myself when I realized how difficult it was to even think about cutting ties with her—yes, I’d attempted to do so in the past, but only as a hiatus, never permanently. At the time, I’d thought I just needed some time to build up my strength so I could control my undeniable feelings for the woman. But now my thoughts were different—they were stronger, and they came from a place of protection. I needed to protect myself. And in order to protect myself, it was imperative I release my feelings for her, as it was finally clear her heart belonged to another man. 
 
    Then such shall be your plan, I told myself. But for now, focus on the task at hand. 
 
    As to the task at hand, I found myself growing increasingly uneasy. The shadows seemed to dance and twist around us, as if they were alive. But it was more than just the unsettling atmosphere—it was the knowledge of what might lie ahead for Philippa, and my own doubts that I might not be able to keep her away from whatever that was. 
 
    “Grant?” she asked, sensing my disquiet. “Are you all right?” 
 
    “Just feeling a bit on edge, that’s all.” 
 
    “Understandably,” she said softly, placing a reassuring hand on my arm. I could feel the warmth of her touch through her glove and my coat, making me swallow hard. Good God, could I actually do it? Could I avoid her forever? And more importantly, could I banish my feelings for her? Lord knew I’d already tried. I’d attempted to keep my distance which failed quickly. I’d tried to change my thoughts whenever they inevitably turned to her and also failed. I’d tried to focus only on her negative traits—that she was stubborn as a mule and equally argumentative. But all those thoughts were ineffective and managed only to bring an amused smile to my lips.  
 
    “Grant,” she whispered suddenly, her eyes narrowing as they focused on something in the distance. She swallowed hard, her grip on my arm tightening. “Do you see it?” 
 
    I followed her gaze, straining my eyes against the darkness that enveloped us as a cloud eclipsed the moon. But no matter how hard I tried to catch a glimpse of whatever she perceived, I could see nothing. “What is it? What do you see?” 
 
    “Perhaps it’s nothing,” Philippa responded, shaking her head as she released me and took another step forward. Then she inhaled deeply, taking another two steps forward and stopped, turning to face me. “Grant, I want you to know that if this doesn’t go as planned... well, you always meant very much to me. And I’m grateful for our friendship, however brief.” 
 
    As the weight of her words settled on me and I realized what was actually happening, I felt as if I were in slow motion. I lurched forward, extending my arm, intending to grab her and yank her away from the invisible entrance to the Midnight Garden, but she simply smiled at me sadly. Then she took another step and vanished entirely from my view.  
 
      
 
    ###
PHILIPPA 
 
      
 
    As the Midnight Garden opened its gates to me, the concerned expression I saw on Grant’s face haunted my thoughts. A pang of guilt tightened in my chest, making me feel as if I’d deceived him. I supposed that’s exactly what I’d done. As soon as we walked inside Highgate Cemetery, I’d decided I didn’t want Grant risking his life to join me in the garden. I’d hoped the garden simply wouldn’t reveal itself to him (which was exactly what had happened). Alternatively, I’d planned to call on the spirits to keep him occupied (if the spirits would even do such a thing on request—but luckily, I hadn’t needed to find out). Either way, I knew I had to do this on my own, even if that realization weighed on me like a heavy cloak. 
 
    With a conscious, extraordinary effort, I pushed all my thoughts of the handsome inspector aside and freed my mind, allowing myself to become captivated by the radiant and magical Midnight Garden that stretched out before me. Whilst the living world hadn’t appeared that terribly different to me, the spiritual world—specifically, the Midnight Garden—did.  
 
    It was daytime in the garden and the colors of the flowers had intensified, blooming in hues so vivid, they were nearly blinding in their brilliance. The petals glowed with an inner light that put the brightest gems to shame. It was as if all the colors I’d ever seen were mere shadows compared to the dazzling display I now saw before me. Truly, I marveled at the sights: the way the bright sunlight bathed each petal of every flower in a silver glow as the soft rustle of leaves danced in the gentle breeze. The air itself seemed charged with magic, causing my heart to race with excitement. 
 
    The contrast between the darkness of Highgate Cemetery and the luminous beauty of the Midnight Garden was striking. I’d truly crossed a threshold, leaving behind the cold, rigid world of rules and ordinary expectations, entering a hidden realm where passion and wonder held sway. 
 
    I let my hand brush against a nearby flower, and it seemed to tremble in response, its petals shimmering even brighter than before. When I looked down at my gloved fingers, they were sprinkled with a glittery powder—like diamond dust. With each step I took, the garden seemed to grow even more resplendent, the very air pulsating with bubbly energy. 
 
    The glowing, spiritual balls of light I’d experienced with Mrs. Thorndike after I dropped my spiritual walls whizzed past me, leaving a wake of what looked like sparkling stardust. They danced around each other, zipping through the air in playful patterns that defied the laws of gravity and logic. 
 
    I continued to wind my way through the maze of dazzling flowers, the fragrant scent of their blossoms filling the air. More spirit orbs followed me with an almost musical harmony of twinkling lights. It was right about then that I remembered my goal in coming here. Unfortunately, that goal was not appreciating and admiring the breathtaking beauty of the garden. 
 
    “Spencer?” I called out, my voice echoing through the garden. “Can you hear me? It’s Philippa!” 
 
    But there was no response. I glanced down at the path I was walking upon, which also appeared to come alive with a shimmering, ethereal energy. With each step I took, the cobblestones beneath my feet began to transform, shifting in color, texture, and pattern. At one step, they appeared to be emerald-green stones but as soon as my foot came down again, they shifted into velvety, midnight-blue tiles adorned with constellations that twinkled as if they were reflecting the night sky. 
 
    As I walked on, the petals of the flowers also seemed to react to my presence, unfurling and changing their hues. Soon, I came across a fountain in which the splashing water came alive with garish colors and seemed to follow a choreographed ballet. A moment later, the dark of night descended upon the garden with an overhead crown that was distinguished by a celestial canopy of twinkling stars. I continued to walk further along the path, watching the stars above as they arranged themselves into intricate patterns. They seemed to be pointing the direction I should follow. 
 
    When I rounded a corner, I spotted a figure standing in the distance. He was tall, and his silhouette was enhanced by the brilliant hues of moonlit rays. 
 
    “Spencer!” I cried out, my sense of relief clearly evident in my voice.  
 
    The man drew nearer, and as he emerged from the shadows, I realized he wasn’t Spencer at all. However, it was a man I vaguely recognized. His brown hair tumbled down in loose waves around a square face with dimples that deepened as he smiled warmly at me. The Roman nose that dominated his features imbued him with an air of authority, while his eyes seemed full of mischief.  
 
    “Frederick, I presume?”  
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    “My dearest Lillian,” Frederick replied, dropping to one knee as he stood before me.  
 
    If I hadn’t recognized him from the vision I’d seen at Mrs. Thorndike’s, I would have surely known him by his attire—something that appeared to have come straight from a history book. 
 
    He wore a silk shirt with a ruffled collar and the cuffs beneath his waistcoat were made of richly colored blue silk. His coat shimmered like emerald satin, both long and well-tailored to his attractive physique. Below the coat, he wore knee-length breeches, fastened with decorative buttons and a pair of fine wool stockings. Upon his head sat a tricorn hat that appeared to be made of beaver pelt—all told, his ensemble would have definitely been in fashion in the 1600s. In the year 1880? Not exactly. 
 
    He took my hand and pressed it tenderly to his lips. “I cannot convey the boundless joy that doth fill my heart at the sight of thee, after these long years apart.” 
 
    Of course, I wasn’t surprised to find Frederick had mistaken me for Lillian, especially since she’d mistaken Spencer for Frederick. Now, however, I was quite certain it wasn’t just a matter of forgetting what one another looked like after two hundred years. No, instead I believed both Lillian and Frederick were desperately searching for a soul connection with anyone they came across and unfortunately, they consistently found the wrong souls.  
 
    An idea began to form in my mind then—rather than insisting I was not his beloved Lillian, but Philippa Fairfax, perhaps if I played along, Frederick might bring me closer to finding Spencer. Once I located Spencer, I felt sure the real Lillian would be nearby as the two had appeared quite inseparable in my vision. Imagining this to be the best way to move forward, I smiled sweetly at Frederick and easily allowed myself to slip into my newest role. 
 
    “Frederick, my love!” I replied softly, my voice tinged with warmth as I gazed up at him. “I have truly missed you with all my heart.” 
 
    His eyes shimmered with unshed tears, and he rose to his feet, still clinging tightly to my hand. “I have scoured every nook of this garden, and I admit, I harbored fears we might ne’er cross paths anew. Yet, lo and behold, here thou art! And at last, we can be united, my love... henceforth and for all eternity!” 
 
    My heart ached for this lost soul, but I kept my mind focused: I needed to find Spencer. Then I could divert my attention to devise a plan that would reunite Frederick with Lillian. I wondered if it were something that might prove difficult considering they hadn’t seen one another for two centuries, even though they were occupying the same space. Quite the enigma, indeed. 
 
    I squeezed Frederick’s hand gently, hoping to keep his spirits high while I devised my next plan. “Indeed, we are together now, and that is all that matters,” I reassured him, my thoughts racing as I wracked my brain for what to do next.  
 
    The orbs of spiritual light continued to dance around me like fireflies on a warm summer’s evening, and I had to wonder if the spirits were trying to tell me something. Were they attempting to guide me in some way? But how could I decipher their message? Yes, Mrs. Thorndike had aided me in dropping my spiritual block, allowing me to see and interact with the realm of the dead, but I had no knowledge of what to do now or how to go about doing it. There was no ‘Manual for Interaction with the Spiritual Realm’ and even if there were, I certainly had never read it. 
 
    “Frederick,” I began, my curiosity piquing as I tried to solve the riddle of how to reunite him with his beloved. However, the first item on my agenda was finding Spencer. “Have you seen any other gentlemen lately in this garden?” 
 
    He furrowed his brow, clearly puzzled by my question. “Other gentlemen?” he repeated, his voice tinged with confusion. “Nay, my dear, I must confess that I have not.” 
 
    If Frederick hadn’t seen Spencer, I had to assume that Spencer hadn’t encountered Frederick either. And clearly, neither Lillian nor Frederick had seen one another. My goodness, what a bother! 
 
    “Have you come across any other ladies then in your travels?” 
 
    He looked at me, his brow creasing ever so slightly. “Such queer inquiries doth fill thy thoughts, my dearest! Nay, dear Lillian, thou art the only soul I hath encountered since becoming a welcomed guest within this bewitching abode.” 
 
    I furrowed my brow, deep in thought. It puzzled me how Lillian and Frederick hadn’t found each other despite haunting the same enchanted grounds. What in the world could be the obstruction that was keeping them apart? I wondered then if perhaps they, themselves, were the reason? After all, if they both sincerely believed their love was never meant to be—that it had been snuffed out before it could ever blossom and grow—perhaps their own stubborn beliefs were the force ensuring this divide between them? Of course, I had no idea if I might be correct in my theory and could only speculate. 
 
    “Pray, is there aught that doth trouble thee, my love?” Frederick asked, and I saw the concern etched across his handsome features. 
 
    “Nothing that cannot be easily resolved,” I replied lightly, offering him a reassuring smile. “I think this garden is most intriguing, and I can’t help but wonder about its enduring mysteries.” 
 
    “Ah, indeed, it is a realm of profound enchantment and fascination,” he agreed, his eyes glistening with a mixture of sadness and awe. “But now that thou art present, and we are reunited once more, it hath transformed into an even more magical and wondrous realm to mine eyes.” 
 
    I felt a pang of guilt at the deception I was perpetrating, but I knew it was necessary if I were to find the answers I sought. I needed to locate Spencer, and then I had to try to unravel the secrets of this Midnight Garden so I could reunite the lost souls who had originally created it. And then, somehow, I had to find a safe way to bring Spencer and myself back to the land of the living—with his sanity still intact.  
 
    That was certainly a tall order. 
 
    “Frederick, I have a request,” I began tentatively as the seed of a thought began to form and germinate inside my head. Perhaps we needed to return to the last place where Frederick saw Lillian, where she lay dead, before he, too, took his own life? Maybe that location could somehow yield a clue? I imagined the psychic energy there would be the strongest since it was the exact place where both Lillian and Frederick met their demise from this world. Lacking any other ideas, I figured it was worth a shot.   
 
    “Aye, my love?” 
 
    “I wonder if you could lead me back to the place where we last saw one another,” I replied. “I fear... well, I fear I cannot recall exactly where that was.” 
 
    “Of course, my love.” His confusion vanished, replaced by his newfound determination to please me which translated to wishing to fulfill my request. He gently took my hand and guided us through the ethereal garden. The orbs of spiritual light continued to dance around us, casting flitting shadows on the cobblestone path beneath our feet. If Frederick noticed them, he didn’t pay them any mind. 
 
    “Dearest Lillian,” Frederick sighed as we walked together abreast, his eyes glazing over with memories long passed. “I have missed thee beyond the power of words to convey, and I cannot but mourn for all the time we have squandered, all the moments we might have cherished in each other’s embrace and companionship. Moments that are now lost to us.” 
 
    “Time has a way of slipping through our fingers like grains of sand,” I mused in response. Meanwhile, though, I was absently watching the shifting stars above us as they seemed to point in one direction, only to change to another. “But love always finds its way back, no matter how far it might stray.” 
 
    “Thy wisdom doth eternally bestow solace upon me, Lillian.” Frederick squeezed my hand gently, his eyes shining with fresh tears. “Can it truly be that after this interminable stretch, we might at last discover joy in each other’s arms? It doth appear almost too wondrous to believe, following such a protracted parting.” 
 
    “Have faith, my dear,” I whispered, hoping with all my heart and soul that the location of their final ending would somehow make the path forward much clearer. “For every ending, there is a new beginning—and I believe yours, er, ours, is just around the corner.” 
 
    “Forever, Lillian,” he murmured, his breath warm against my cheek. “Together, forever.” 
 
    “Forever,” I echoed, hoping with all my heart that my promise would soon come true. 
 
    As we continued to stroll further into the Midnight Garden, I kept a watchful eye out for any signs of Spencer or Lillian, but saw none. Meanwhile, Frederick led me through a maze of flowering hedges, their blossoms as fragrant and effervescent as the orbs that floated gracefully around us. The air was heavy with the intoxicating scent of roses and jasmine, and the distant cooing of unseen doves filled the silence between us. 
 
    “Here we stand,” he announced, coming to a sudden halt in the very center of the garden. “This is the very spot where I beheld thee last, my beloved.” 
 
    I looked around, hoping to feel something, anything, that might hint to Lillian’s presence. But to my disappointment, the atmosphere here was no different than any other area we’d already traversed—beautiful, certainly, but always devoid of any meaningful clues that might lead me closer to my goal of reuniting the two lovers. 
 
    I took a few steps forward, thinking perhaps if I stepped on the exact place where they both had perished, I might experience a vision or learn something, but nothing happened and I felt no different—even after I circled the area three successive times. The longer we waited here, the more hopeless my mission seemed.  
 
    Hmm, perhaps it’s your own fault, I thought to myself. Perhaps you aren’t interacting with the spiritual realm in the right way.  
 
    Not that I knew what the right way was, of course, but whatever I’d been doing wasn’t working. So, now it was time to change tactics. Closing my eyes, I called out to the spirits, willing them to make their presence known to me.  
 
    If you can hear me, spirits, I beg you to guide me to Lillian, I thought to myself. Then I imagined my thoughts wafting like dandelion seeds upon a gentle breeze. 
 
    A sudden gust of wind swirled around me then, lifting my skirts and tugging my hair in a familiar dance. It was the same sensation I’d felt when Mrs. Thorndike had removed the spiritual block from my psyche. All at once, I knew without a doubt the spirits were with me now. Well, I supposed they always had been, but now they were ready to communicate with me as the walls that had separated us were now no longer. 
 
    Please, spirits, I thought again. Please lead me to Lillian and Spencer. I kept my eyes shut tightly, focusing on the energy that was swirling all around me. Spirits, help me reunite Frederick and Lillian. Help me build a bridge to allow them to overcome whatever is keeping them from seeing one another. 
 
    For a moment, there was nothing but silence. The wind stilled, leaving an eerie calm that hung in the air. Then, suddenly, a gust blew through the garden, rustling the dry leaves and sending shivers down my spine. My heart raced as I anticipated Lillian suddenly appearing before us, but when I opened my eyes, Lillian wasn’t standing there and nothing had changed. The wind quickly disappeared just as it had come and the garden remained serene and beautiful, but absent any ghostly presence, save Frederick.  
 
    It hadn’t worked.  
 
    Blast! Why hadn’t it worked?  
 
    I’d reached out to the spirits for help, and to my dismay, I’d received nothing in response.  
 
    You didn’t ask for assistance with your heart. The words suddenly blew through my mind, sounding like my own voice. I knew I hadn’t thought them though. It seemed as if someone were speaking to me but using my own voice. 
 
    What does that mean? I thought in response. 
 
    Your connection with your spiritual side is not always controlled by your head, came the reply.  
 
    The only thing I could think of as to where I might have gone wrong was to summon the spirits on behalf of Lillian and Frederick, rather than for myself. Could that possibly be the answer? In order to receive something, one had to feel the need for it deep inside one’s bones? 
 
    Is that the answer? I thought to the voice that had sounded in my head. 
 
    But there was no response.  
 
    Perhaps I was on the wrong track altogether and had no idea what I was talking about.  
 
    Regardless, I decided to change my focus. Instead of Lillian and Frederick, I asked the spirits about Spencer and instead of asking for their counsel, I decided to reach out to one spirit in particular, a spirits who was more dear to me than any other. Taking a deep breath, I closed my eyes once more, funneling all my thoughts and energy into locating Spencer. I tried to make it more real by visualizing his cocky grin, his warm, contagious laughter, and the wonderful friendship we shared. 
 
    Patrick, I thought, my voice barely audible in my own mind, owing to the sudden rustling of the leaves caused by a breeze. If you can hear me, my love, I request your assistance.  
 
    There was nothing but quiet for a moment. Then I could feel Patrick manifesting as if he were standing right beside me. I opened my eyes to see if such were actually the case, but unfortunately, I couldn’t see him. Had I simply imagined him standing beside me? 
 
    Patrick, are you here with me? 
 
    I am always with you, my love, came his response. 
 
    I was so pleased and relieved to feel and hear him again, that tears began to fill my eyes. I immediately blinked them back though in order to concentrate on the task at hand. Time was of the essence and I couldn’t afford to lose myself to my emotions. Patrick, I need your help. Are you able to guide me to Spencer? 
 
    For a moment, there was only silence and my heart pounded in my chest, the burden of my expectation bearing down on me like an anvil. Suddenly, as if a cool, gentle breeze had just blown in, I heard what sounded like whispers on the wind and I opened my eyes. 
 
    Hundreds or possibly thousands of spectral balls of light encircled me and I hoped that was the sign I was asking for—that this was Patrick’s way of guiding me to Spencer. The balls of light stopped orbiting me and, instead, began to branch out, clearly leading me forward. Taking Frederick’s hand, we followed the balls of light as they slowly navigated the labyrinthine pathways of the Midnight Garden. 
 
    We made a hairpin turn in the path and the rustling of leaves off to the side of the path suddenly caught my attention. Turning, my heart leaped in anticipation as a couple emerged from behind a thicket of trees. To my utter delight, out walked Spencer and Lillian! Spencer’s gaze immediately landed on me and he appeared puzzled for a moment as his eyes moved up and down my body, taking me in from head to toe. 
 
    “Spencer!” I called out, unable to conceal my relief and unbridled joy at seeing him again. 
 
    There was confusion in his gaze. It was the same expression he’d had when I approached him in my vision.  
 
    “You,” he said softly, shaking his head as if he were trying to place me. “It’s you again... Philippa, is that your name?” 
 
    “Yes, it’s me—Philippa,” I responded with a big grin. For just a moment, I worried that his sanity might never be returned to him—that because he still didn’t know me, he might never know me again. Well, that was, if we ever managed to succeed in leaving this blasted garden! 
 
    “But,” Frederick started, pulling my attention back to him as he looked at me with furrowed eyebrows. “Thy name, sweet one, is Lillian.” Then he faced forward and for a moment, I wondered if he could see Spencer and Lillian, because he appeared to be facing them both. “To whom dost thou speak?” 
 
    That was when I remembered no one in our party could see one another, save for me. So, everything depended solely on me. I breathed in deeply and turned to face Frederick once more. 
 
    “My dear,” I said as confidently as I could manage, reaching out to take his hand. He looked at me with a mixture of relief (no doubt that I was no longer addressing the air) and unconcealed adoration. 
 
    “Lillian,” he replied, his voice filled with warmth as he intertwined his fingers with mine. Still holding Frederick’s hand, I took three steps towards Lillian, who couldn’t see me. She was too busy staring at Spencer with the same expression of adoration that Frederick wore when he looked at me. I reached out my other hand and took Lillian’s. She immediately glanced down, frowning because her hand was moving of its own accord, and she couldn’t see who was moving it. Taking a deep breath and praying my spontaneous plan would work, I guided Frederick and Lillian’s hands together, intertwining their fingers. 
 
    The moment their skin touched, an enormous white light erupted around us. It was as if a supernova had been unleashed inside the confines of the Midnight Garden, bathing everything in its blinding radiance. I squinted at the brightness, shielding my eyes as best I could. 
 
    As I watched in a trance-like stupor, the white glow intensified, pulsating and expanding like a living, breathing entity. It enveloped the entire Midnight Garden, bathing every tree, flower, and blade of grass in its luminescent embrace. The spectral orbs that had been accompanying me since my arrival seemed to vibrate around us, adding their own shimmering light. 
 
    “Frederick!” Lillian cried out, her voice soaring above the din that filled my ears like a chorus of angels. “Is it truly thee?!” 
 
    “Dearest Lillian,” he called back, his voice thick with emotion, “I have missed thee beyond the power of words to convey.” 
 
    Their joyous reunion was a sight to behold, and I felt my heart swelling with pride at having played even a small part in it. As they embraced one another, the light surrounding them seemed to glow even brighter, shimmering and gleaming as it did so. All the while, I couldn’t help but marvel at the extraordinary power of love—both in life and the lives beyond this one. 
 
    Spencer’s eyes remained glued to the ethereal form of Lillian. Her once radiant apparition now blended into the spectral figure of Frederick as the two embraced in a passionate kiss. As Spencer observed the lovers’ reunion unfolding, I could see his unwavering devotion to Lillian beginning to erode, his expression replaced by an unsettled state of bewilderment. 
 
    The two lovers’ spectral forms, meanwhile, began to waver and fade, their once vivid presence diminishing like the dying embers of a fire. The bright light that had formerly illuminated the Midnight Garden dimmed too, as did the enchanted flora that previously surrounded us. 
 
    In a matter of moments, Lillian, Frederick, and the Midnight Garden were gone. The once brilliant tapestry of colors and light had simply blipped out of existence as if it had never been. Surrounded now by the somber darkness of Highgate Cemetery, I blinked rapidly, trying to adjust to the sudden darkness that now encompassed us. 
 
    “Pip?” Spencer’s voice was laced with confusion. “What in God’s bloody name just bloody well happened?” 
 
    I turned to see him rubbing his temples, his furrowed brow a testimony to his efforts to comprehend the bizarre events that had just unfolded before us. 
 
    “Spencer,” I exclaimed as I ran up to him, unable to stop myself from throwing my arms around him and tugging him closely to me. 
 
    He seemed quite shocked at first (as I’d never assaulted him so aggressively before) but I soon felt his arms wrapping around me. I could hear the precious thudding of his heart that was now racing inside his chest. 
 
    “Were we just speaking with... ghosts?” he asked while still shaking his head as he looked around himself.  
 
    I laughed in response and then laughed even harder when I realized Spencer had been returned to himself and to me. And that could only mean one thing—I’d done it! I’d managed not only to rescue Spencer from a horrible fate, but I’d also reunited Lillian with Frederick! That good deed, in turn, was enough to obliterate the Midnight Garden once and for all. Now, I had no doubt that no one would ever go missing in Highgate Cemetery ever again. And if they did, it wouldn’t be due to spiritual forces, anyway. 
 
    “I have a very strange memory that insists I engaged in... intimate relations with a spirit,” Spencer confessed softly while shaking his head. “And why the bloody hell does it feel as if an evil dwarf has been pounding on my head with an axe?”  
 
    “Now that is a story best told on our walk back home,” I answered with a smile. 
 
    

  

 
  
   CHAPTER FIFTEEN:
PHILIPPA 
 
      
 
    The moment Spencer and I finally took our leave of Highgate Cemetery, the crisp air sent shivers down my spine. But I barely noticed the way my breath fogged in front of me, so consumed was I with the need to know how much time had elapsed while I was inside the garden. Since time didn’t pass the same way in the spiritual plane as it did in the living world, a whole week could have passed, for all I knew.  
 
    A gentleman walked by us then, his gaze lingering on the street before him as he whistled a jaunty tune. 
 
    “Excuse me, sir,” I called out, my voice a mixture of determination and desperation. “Would you mind telling me today’s date?” 
 
    “Er,” he stuttered, momentarily taken aback by my rather strange question, before regaining his composure. “Today’s the eighth, madam.” 
 
    “Thank you,” I murmured, my heart sinking as I realized the implications.  
 
    Four days had passed since I’d crossed the threshold of the Midnight Garden, leaving Grant in Highgate Cemetery! No wonder he hadn’t been there, waiting anxiously for my return! Not when Spencer and I remained for four long days before we finally emerged. 
 
    “Four days?” Spencer echoed my thoughts, his eyes widening. “We’ve been gone four bloody days?” 
 
    “Well, you’ve been gone even longer than that,” I informed him.  
 
    “How is that possible?” he inquired, shaking his head. “I can’t remember a blasted thing.” 
 
    “Well, suffice to say you were locked in the garden and I was your rescue party.” 
 
    “Yes, well, I suppose I haven’t properly thanked you for taking the lead role as my rescue party.” 
 
    I gave him a hurried smile. “You’re welcome, Spencer, but now is not the time for sentimental conversation.” I tried to maintain an air of calm despite the turmoil bubbling inside me. My mind raced with newfound concern for Grant. He must have been worried sick about me, thinking I’d become forever trapped inside the garden. Then my thoughts turned back to Spencer and I wondered: did anyone even realize he was missing? His brother, for instance? 
 
    “I’m certain you’re eager to return home and inform your brother that you’re no longer missing,” I started, but Spencer interrupted me with a shake of his head and an unconcerned wave of his hand. 
 
    “My brother most likely believes I’ve been on a long bender—drinking myself silly.” 
 
    “Spencer—” 
 
    “—It’s been known to happen, my dear.” 
 
    “Well, then that makes the decision I’ve just made all the easier to swallow.” 
 
    “And what decision would that be, Cap’n Cutthroat?” 
 
    I smiled at his use of one of the many appellations he’d created for me. It was so good to have him back and not only back, but returned to his old self.  
 
    “We must go directly to Scotland Yard.” 
 
    The smile summarily dropped off his face. “And why in the world would we do that?” 
 
    “Because if Grant is working at this late hour, that’s where we’ll find him.”  
 
    “And why should we want to find him, of all people?” 
 
    “Because I have no doubt he’s worried sick and I believe he’ll have posted missing persons reports on us both. Thus, unless you’d prefer to be apprehended by someone in the know, I suggest we go to see Grant without further ado.” 
 
    Spencer breathed out deeply, a scowl marring his otherwise handsome face. Considering he’d been trapped in the Midnight Garden without food or sleep for over a week, he appeared remarkably healthy. Even so, his light-hearted demeanor faded at the mention of the formidable institution and, more likely, at Grant.  
 
    “After being incarcerated in that devil garden for who knows how long, I’d rather visit the nearest pub and forget everything about this harrowing mess.” 
 
    I gave him a scathing look. “The least we can do is put Grant’s mind at ease.” 
 
    “That’s if he even possesses one,” he sighed, offering me a boyish grin before he turned to the street and raised his hand to hail a passing cab. The closest carriage was quick to respond and the horse’s hooves clattered against the cobblestones as it slowed to a stop before us.  
 
    “Once we’re finished with Detective Disinteresting, I’m letting it be known now that my next stop is to find a proper pub in which to drown my sorrows.” 
 
    I just looked at him, unable to hide the smirk that pulled at my lips. “It’s good to have you back, Spencer.” 
 
    He smirked, then turned to face the hansom driver once more. “To Scotland Yard,” he instructed the cabbie, seeing to it that I was seated comfortably before he sat down and rapped on the side of the carriage. In response, the cab lurched forward into the bustling London streets. 
 
    A few minutes later, the carriage pulled up to the imposing façade of Scotland Yard, and Spencer grimaced as he took in the sight before him. I stepped out of the carriage before he had the chance to open the door for me, my skirts rustling as I moved. Spencer stepped down to the sidewalk behind me but then didn’t budge. 
 
    “Well, come along then,” I said, a playful grin on my lips. “I promise it won’t be as bad as the Midnight Garden.” 
 
    “Very funny, Pip,” he replied, rolling his eyes as he reluctantly followed me up the familiar stone steps of the building. 
 
    Upon entering, I glanced back at Spencer (mostly to ensure he was still there) and said, “His office is just down this way.” Then I nodded toward a staircase at the far end of the vestibule. Spencer’s shoulders tensed and he regarded the building around him with tense awareness. Being the notorious “Gentleman-Thief,” he wasn’t comfortable in or around lawmen, but he dutifully trailed behind me. 
 
    As we made our way down the hall, I noticed most of the staff going about their business, burying their heads in the morning papers, dealing with recently apprehended criminals, or standing deep in conversation with colleagues. To my satisfaction, they hardly spared us a second glance, and those who did notice us, simply nodded and smiled at me. It was a testament to how I was becoming another fixture inside their world—owing to the fact that I visited Grant as often as I did. 
 
    “Here we are,” I announced, stopping before a door marked “Detective Inspector Stirling.” I hesitated for a moment, suddenly apprehensive about the meeting that awaited us on the other side. What kind of mood would Grant be in? Would he be angry at me for my rash decision to abandon him in the graveyard? The answer to that question was most likely yes. 
 
    “I’ll be waiting just outside if you need me,” Spencer said as he leaned against the wall of the hallway. 
 
    I looked at him and nodded, secretly appreciative to steal a little bit of privacy with Grant, who would, no doubt, not appreciate an audience. 
 
    With a gentle turn of the doorknob, I pushed open the door to Grant’s office. The room was dimly lit, with only a gas lantern and the flickering fire in the fireplace casting a warm glow on the walls. There, hunched over his desk, was Grant, seemingly unaware of my entrance as he pored over the pages spread out before him. 
 
    Stepping into the office, I was immediately struck by the smell of liquor and my gaze settled on Grant’s desk once more, where I noticed a few unfilled tumblers and two large but empty bottles of whisky. No wonder he hadn’t heard me when I’d walked in—he must have been three sheets to the wind! 
 
    I took a moment to let my view of Grant sink in. His brow was furrowed in concentration, the lines of his face softened by the warm illumination of the room. He looked exhausted but determined, and my heart swelled with affection at the sight of him. To think I might never have seen him again if I had gotten locked in that garden once more… the thought was almost too much to even consider. 
 
    “Grant,” I called softly, not wishing to startle him. 
 
    He looked up, an expression of sheer shock registering on his face as his eyes met mine. For a brief moment, neither of us moved or spoke. It was as though time had stopped altogether, allowing us just one instant of quiet reunion. 
 
    “Philippa,” he breathed finally, his disbelief flavoring his tone. He shook his head, as if afraid he was seeing things. “Is it really you?” 
 
    “Yes, it’s me,” I replied with a small smile, taking a few steps forward.  
 
    His eyes widened in relief, which washed over his face and instantly became palpable. He kicked his chair back, the wooden legs screeching across the floorboards, as he stood up and just stared at me for another few seconds, still clearly refusing to believe his eyes.  
 
    “My God,” he whispered, still shaking his head as he ran a hand through his hair and I realized how completely disheveled he was. He hadn’t shaven in days and his hair was sticking out in all directions, as though he’d been repeatedly combing it with his fingers. There was no missing the heavy smell of whisky on him and his clothing was rumpled, leading me to believe he’d slept in the same outfit for the past three nights.  
 
    “I feared... I thought you were gone—never to return.” Grant’s Scottish burr was thicker than I’d ever heard it. “I’ve been out of my mind for the past few days with worry.” 
 
    “I’m so sorry, Grant.” I hesitated, twisting my fingers nervously through the folds of my skirt.  
 
      
 
    ###
GRANT 
 
      
 
    “I came as soon as I was released from the Midnight Garden,” Philippa continued, her blue eyes shimmering as though she were about to lose her battle with her own tears. 
 
    “Then...” I started, still trying to grasp the fact that this really was Philippa standing before me and not some ghost created by my subconscious  
 
    “I also managed to lead Frederick to Lillian and now the Midnight Garden is gone... forever.” 
 
    I stared at her, watching the shadows made by the gas lamp flicker over her beautiful face. Her light hair seemed to glow as if she were an angel or some other celestial vision. But was she truly here, or merely an illusion conjured up by my sleep-deprived, whisky addled mind? 
 
    “Philippa...” My voice caught, and for a moment, all I could think about was the time I’d spent pacing Highgate Cemetery after she’d vanished inside the Midnight Garden. Six hours, it had been—six hours of cold wind biting through my coat, while the damp ground sucking at my boots, and six hours of ghosts of the long dead watching me from their crumbling tombs. 
 
    “Grant?” Philippa took a step closer before reaching out her hand to touch my arm, concern written in her features. “Are you all right?” 
 
    “Aye,” I said, allowing my smile as I took her hand and held it tightly. She was warm, and that meant she was real. I could never remember a moment in which I’d felt more relieved or happier. “You have no idea how worried I was.”  
 
    “I’m sorry,” she said again. 
 
    “After realizing there was no telling when or if you’d return, I came back here and began poring over every file we had on Highgate.” I couldn’t hold back the frustration in my voice. 
 
    “But we’d already reviewed those files—” 
 
    “—I was searching for any clues I might have overlooked that could help make the garden appear again, but to my severe disappointment, I found nothing.” 
 
    “Grant, I’m so sorry,” she whispered, shaking her head. “I didn’t mean to worry you.” 
 
    “It wasn’t just me you worried,” I replied, allowing a deep breath to fill my lungs. It was the first one I’d taken in the last four days. “Mrs. Fergus was right out of her mind with concern.” 
 
    “Yes, I need to get home so she’ll see that I’m... well, that I’m returned and unharmed.” 
 
    “We’ll need to also pay a visit to Miss Fenton and Mrs. Thorndike.” 
 
    She frowned at hearing that. “Miss Fenton and Mrs. Thorndike?” 
 
    I nodded. “When my review of all the case files failed to offer me any further information, I paid a visit to Sophie Fenton, hoping she might know how to force the garden to open its gates. When she said she didn’t have any idea how to accomplish such a thing, I insisted she accompany me to Mrs. Thorndike’s. Unfortunately, neither of them could help me. They knew nothing about where you were nor how to bring you back, nor anything else about the Midnight Garden in general.” 
 
    “Then we will pay them both a visit tomorrow or the next day,” she answered. “But, you look a sight, Grant, and I can smell the whisky on you from a mile away.” 
 
    That wasn’t a surprise. On the morning of the third day since she’d gone missing, I’d become convinced I’d never see her again. The weight of my own sadness and deep concern for her wellbeing had weighed so heavily upon my heart, it had been all I could do not to tear my own hair out, such had been my frustration. Being unable to do anything to help her—well, it had taunted me relentlessly for the last three nights and four days. I’d spent the entirety of the previous evening sitting at my desk, nursing a bottle of whisky and grappling with the sense of helplessness that I hoped might drown me.  
 
    “Aye,” I admitted on a sigh, releasing some of the tension between my shoulder blades. “I’ve naught been doing much besides drinking because I couldn’t get a blasted wink of shuteye.” 
 
    “Then you must go home now and sleep, Grant.” 
 
    “I’m beyond the need for sleep now,” I muttered, trying to dismiss my own exhaustion. The thought of going home, and leaving her, after finally seeing her again? Well, it was too much for me to handle at the moment. Truth be told, I was beyond exhausted. I’d only been dozing several times a day, taking cat naps whenever my body could no longer withstand being awake. All the while, my mind continuously raced with fearful thoughts of Philippa’s safety and all that might be transpiring while she was trapped inside the Midnight Garden. And I couldn’t ignore the ever present fear that I might never see her again. 
 
    “Grant, you really should get some rest,” Philippa insisted, her hand landing gently on my arm. “You look like you’re about to collapse.” She took a step closer, her vanilla perfume immediately suffusing me. As always, it drove me mad with the need to touch her, to feel her close to me, and to kiss her. 
 
    Before I could stop myself, I moved to wrap my arms around her, longing to pull her into a tight embrace. But just as I was about to take hold of her, a shadow in the hallway caught my eye, and I hesitated. There was a pause before the intrusive figure stepped into the light, revealing himself to be none other than William Spencer. His eyes flickered between Philippa and me, his expression, as always, inscrutable. 
 
    “Mr. Spencer,” I growled, my relief at seeing Philippa momentarily forgotten in the face of my lingering disgust for the debauched man. I stepped away from her and faced him squarely, fury suddenly igniting me—because this blasted man was the reason I’d nearly lost her. 
 
    “I wanted you to know we were both safe,” Philippa started and by the hesitation in her voice, I was sure she could read my mood.  
 
    My mind, meanwhile, was reeling from Philippa’s sudden presence, followed by the sight of Spencer. And at the idea that both of them were here, in the same room, well, it only fueled my rising anger. The raw emotions coursing through me obliterated any semblance of rational thought I might have previously possessed, and before I knew it, I found myself striding towards Spencer with a singular purpose. 
 
    “You bloody fool!” I shouted as I closed the distance between us. Before I could stop myself, my fist connected with Spencer’s jaw, sending shockwaves up my arm. The force of the blow threw him off balance, and he stumbled back against the wall, catching himself before pressing a hand to his face. 
 
    “Grant!” Philippa gasped, but her protest fell on deaf ears as my anger continued to boil over. 
 
    “Philippa could have been lost forever and all because of you!” 
 
    “Grant, it wasn’t his fault!” Philippa argued. “He was as much a victim of the garden as any of us were.” 
 
    But I didn’t want to hear her claim it wasn’t his fault. I wanted to blame him for everything because at that moment, I hated him. I hated Spencer more than I’d ever hated another human being. Because he was the reason I might never have seen her again. 
 
    Spencer, to his credit, didn’t crumple beneath my wrath. He straightened, gingerly touching his bruised jaw, his eyes never leaving mine. “If you’ll recall, Inspector, I agreed to enter the garden because I was trying to help you solve your case regarding Mrs. Whitmore’s disappearance.” 
 
    “Help?” I scoffed, sounding harsh and bitter. “All you did was cause Philippa to follow you back into that accursed place!” 
 
    I wasn’t in any condition to think about what I was saying. And had I been in a better state of mind, perhaps it would have dawned on me that it wasn’t Mr. Spencer’s fault, but he was certainly the easiest scapegoat and I had to blame someone.  
 
    “Grant, stop!” Philippa’s voice was firm, her blue eyes locking onto mine with a mixture of resolve and concern. She stood between Spencer and me, her hands outstretched as if to physically block any further violence between the two of us. “None of this was Spencer’s fault and you know that.” 
 
    Before I could respond, or try to claim that it was all Spencer’s bloody fault, Constable Jefferies stumbled into my office, his face flushed and panicked.  
 
    “Now is not a good time, Jefferies,” I started, suddenly infuriated at seeing the man. 
 
    “Sir!” he insisted, shaking his head as his eyes went wide. “There’s a commotion at the London docks, right now there is! Ye need to come right away!” 
 
    “Slow down, Jefferies,” I said, trying to maintain some semblance of control, even as I wavered on my feet. The past four days were suddenly taking their toll on me. “What’s going on?” 
 
    “Sir, it’s a ship—the Royal Mariner, sir,” he panted, struggling to catch his breath. 
 
    “The Royal Mariner?” I repeated, frowning.  
 
    “Aye,” Jefferies replied. 
 
    “That ship—” I started. 
 
    “Has been missing for perhaps ten years,” Spencer finished for me, something I did not appreciate in the least. 
 
    I whipped around to face him. “This is police business, so keep your damned nose out of it.” 
 
     “And yet you’re conducting your ‘police business’ right in front of me. In case you didn’t notice, I also possess two good ears in addition to my ‘damned nose’.” 
 
    “Please don’t provoke him, Spencer,” Philippa said and seeing the two of them standing there together sent me into another blind rage. I did my best to keep a lid on my temper, when all I wanted to do was punch the other side of Spencer’s face. 
 
    “Sir!” Jefferies demanded, pulling my attention to him once more. 
 
    “Are you sure it’s the Royal Mariner, Jefferies?” I asked, shaking my head. 
 
    He nodded repeatedly. “Aye, sir. The name’s painted right on the side o’ the ship, ‘tis.” Then he held out his hands as if he were standing in front of the ship and said slowly, “The Royal Mariner.” 
 
    “Well, it must be another Royal Mariner then,” I answerd. 
 
    “No, sir, she’s one and the same—the same ship that were lost at sea. Well, she ain’t lost no more.” 
 
    “And what about the captain and the crew?” 
 
    “Well, the cap’n an’ the crew were pronounced dead...” 
 
    “No, I mean the crew now! Is the crew accounted for?” 
 
    Jefferies jumped up as I yelled at him and were I in a better mood, I might have felt a bit bad about it. “Aye, I mean, no, sir, no, the crew ain’t on the ship. Neither be the cap’n. But the ship—well, she’s docked—right there on the Thames, she is!” 
 
    “How could the ship have docked itself without a captain or crew?” Spencer continued, making me want to wallop him further. 
 
    “I dunno, sir,” Jefferies responded as he faced the reprobate with a shake of his head, “but it appears she did.” 
 
    “The ship couldn’t have docked itself,” I snapped. “The crew must have departed the vessel. Gather all the men from the station and tell them to check every pub and tavern in London for any sign of the captain or his crew,” I informed Jefferies. “And if you find any of them, bring them here for questioning.” 
 
    “Aye, sir.” He took a deep breath but made no motion to leave in order to carry out my wishes. 
 
    “What is it now, Jefferies?” I demanded. 
 
    “Well, people, sir, people are gatherin’ an’ they’re startin’ to make a ruckus about ghosts an’ ghost ships and the like, sir. So, well, we need ye there to take charge,” he explained, his face flushing with embarrassment. 
 
    “Bloody hell,” I grumbled.  
 
    “First a Midnight Garden and now an abandoned ship. The mysteries just keep rolling in,” Spencer said, sounding much too happy for a man who had just been punched in the face. 
 
      
 
    The End 
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