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Advance praise for The Empire of the Dead


“Meticulously crafted, exquisitely written, intricately plotted, Karen Lee Street’s Edgar Allan Poe and the Empire of the Dead is a mystery of the best kind, simultaneously featuring surprising crimes, great detective work, and enigmas of the afterlife. Street recreates the haunting aura of a Poe novel. I found the book virtually unputdownable—an excellent read!”


Judika Illes, author and editor of The Weiser Book of Occult Detectives


Praise for The Jewel of Peru


“Come for the mystery, stay for Street’s fantastic characters, gorgeous writing, and oodles of atmosphere. This is an utterly delightful treat that’s not to be missed.”


Criminal Element


“Street’s writing is evocative and true to the period while the plot unwinds in unexpected ways. Recommended for lovers of Poe’s writings, for those who enjoy the Gothic and macabre, and for all historical mystery fans.”


Historical Novel Society


“Excellent sequel to 2016’s Edgar Allan Poe and the London Monster. Street enhances the Grand Guignol plot with a plausible and empathetic portrayal of her lead.”


Publishers Weekly (starred review)


“Street excels at seamlessly joining history and fiction, displaying a literary style not unlike Poe’s, complete with touches of the macabre and melodramatic. Her depiction of Poe’s relationship with Sissy, his young wife, and Muddy, his mother-in-law, is skillfully drawn and very touching.”


Library Journal


“This is a cleverly penned work of intrigue and enigma. There are blind alleys and false dawns a plenty to satisfy the puzzle solver, while the characterizations are adroitly delineated and rich in detail to entertain those who search for the dramatic.”


Shots Crime & Thriller


“An enjoyable romp through the drawing rooms, theaters, and docks of early-19th-century Philadelphia.”


Kirkus


“Glittering and dark, this is a veritable Cabinet of Curiosities—murder, treasure hunting, premonitions and the uncanny art of taxidermy, plus an unsettling glimpse of American history we would do well to remember.”


Philip Gross, author of The Water Table, winner of the T.S. Eliot poetry prize


“A duplicitous, at times macabre, and very clever tale worthy of Mr. Poe’s name. The smile-inducing combination of Poe and Dupin as crime-solving partners is admirably achieved without stretching the novel’s credibility.”


Mystery Scene


“A gothic gem of a story that sparkles with wit and intelligence.”


Elle Wild, author of Strange Things Done


“Yet again Karen Lee Street has skillfully conjured up the dark and tangled world of 19th century murder. Her second installment in the Poe/Dupin trilogy is essential reading for lovers of historical crime writing, Gothic fiction and urban noir.”


National Library of Ireland Staff Crime Book Club


Praise for The London Monster


“In beautifully written and entirely believable scenes that I relished reading, Poe and Dupin face their demons, which are brought to the fore and to their ultimate, deliciously twisty conclusion. Poe fans will love the finely layered references to his most famous works. A highly enjoyable debut.”


Kate Mayfield, author of The Undertaker’s Daughter


“Deliciously morbid . . . The prose has a lush, sumptuous rhythm to it . . . Street is fully in control of her material and the sheer exuberance of her writing ensures that the story never once tips over into parody or pastiche.”


Ripperologist


“It’s beautifully constructed, alive with the feel of the period, and all the darkness, violence and treachery one would expect of any case involving Poe. An intelligent literary crime thriller that will keep you guessing throughout. Recommended.”


Raven Crime Reads


“Poe’s devoted readers will rejoice in this debut literary novel, a skillful melding of historical detail and fiction that is also rife with Poe-like style, imagery, and plot elements. Mavens of the macabre will relish this and hunger for a sequel.”


Library Journal (starred review)


“Street’s impressive first novel cleverly pairs Poe with his fictional creation, the Chevalier C. Auguste Dupin . . . Street maintains atmospheric suspense throughout.”


Publishers Weekly


“Delightfully entertaining . . . a fascinating portrayal of London [in 1840] . . . with strong characterisation, a well-crafted plot and engaging dialogue.”


New Books


“Poe narrates the story in an impressive approximation of his own rather baroque writing voice, and there are plenty of references to elements that were to subsequently appear in Poe’s fictional and poetical works. A sequel is planned to the entertaining and well-written novel.”


Historical Novel Society


“A beautifully written book with a clever concept making Dupin Poe’s friend. Recommended for lovers of historical London with plenty of crimes thrown in.”


Mystery People


“A bit like the newly imagined Sherlock Holmes movies: a dose of drama, a dash of darkness, and a little bit of humor ultimately liven up the journey.”


Kirkus


“Ms. Street does a wonderful job of channeling the voice of the Master of the Macabre. I give the book five stars.”


Raven’s Reviews
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Para Santiago
Te extraño


Ye who read are still among the living, but I who write shall have long since gone my way into the region of shadows. For indeed strange things shall happen, and many secret things be known, and many centuries shall pass away, ere these memorials be seen of men. And, when seen, there will be some to disbelieve, and some to doubt, and yet a few who will find much to ponder upon in the characters here graven with a stylus of iron.
(Edgar Allan Poe, “Shadow: A Parable”)


 


 


Books always speak of other books.


(Umberto Eco, Postscript to The Name of the Rose)
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WEDNESDAY, 3 OCTOBER 1849


It began with a cat. I was walking along the High Street in Baltimore and a brisk wind stirred up the street’s detritus, which whirled around my ankles, sent grit into my eyes. Despite the leaden sky, the foliage gleamed with unnatural color, and beams of light jumped from one pane of window glass to another until the street echoed with their harsh brightness.


As I wandered, the glare made my head ache and my legs were unsteady. My throat felt strangely tight and I tugged at my neckcloth, tipped down the brim of my hat to shade my eyes. First, I heard her, a mewling call, then she appeared from nowhere and crossed in front of me so that I almost stumbled. She was a tortoiseshell, a common enough breed, but there was something in the shape of her, in that gentle but insistent cry, that recalled my own cat, who was hundreds of miles away, safely at home in New York. I watched as the tortoiseshell trotted daintily along the footpath, then paused to look back over her shoulder, entreating me to trail after her. This continued for a time, the little cat weaving along, disappearing into shadow and coming forth again. I simply followed. Reason told me it could not be our Catterina, but the more I studied the creature, the more I felt in my heart that it could not be any other.


And then she was gone. I surveyed the street intently, searching for her, and my gaze was captured by a woman approaching from a side street. Catterina was prancing along next to her. Immediately my head began to pound. I squeezed my eyes shut and opened them again—she was still in plain view. When I tried to run to her my legs buckled.


“Virginia!” I called out, but the silence remained undisturbed. “Sissy, my darling,” I tried again, and my voice was turned to dust, by joy mixed with fear and disbelief. Even so, my wife—my darling Sissy—looked up from Catterina, where her attention had been fixed, and gazed directly into my eyes. Rather than run to me and enfold me in her embrace, she turned away and commenced walking, with Catterina at her heels. A wave of biliousness roared over me and the sunlight blazed in my eyes. When the glare finally diminished, she had vanished.


I dashed to the end of the road, thinking she could not have gone far. The street was curiously empty and I was distracted by the glint of golden letters painted across a window: Apothecary. Displayed in the window were two sizable carboys, one filled with a violet-colored liquid, the other with a citrine fluid. The dimly lit shop was fitted out with elegant wooden counters and cabinets upon the walls, each drawer neatly labeled in Latin: Artemisia absinthium, Chininum hydrobromicum, Oxymel scillae, Oleum pini pumilionis, Opio en polvo, Calomel, Syrupus sennae, Papaver and Tolu. A cabinet of gruesome curiosities was on display, with large glass jars holding malformed creatures preserved in brine and oddities of nature, all presided over by a small stuffed crocodile with razor teeth. It was a strange place, yet oddly familiar. My skin prickled.


The apothecary, a man with thin gray hair and pale blue eyes, was busy at his counter, decanting medicines into vials and packets. A woman came into view and I pressed my face closer to the glass, for it was Sissy. She stood there quietly, watching the apothecary work, yet he did not seem to notice her presence at all. His concentration was focused on a sheet of paper that he consulted as he prepared his concoctions. I observed his eyes narrow as he reread the script, brows knitted, then he turned and selected the apothecary jar labeled Atropa belladonna.


The apothecary mixed a tincture from the belladonna and as I watched I was certain that I had seen him do this very thing before—had it been in a dream or was I within one now? He poured the medicine—the poison—into a small, cobalt blue bottle and slid it across the counter.


At that moment, I was overcome once more with nausea and my breath fogged the window. When the discomfort subsided, I rubbed at the glass with my coat sleeve and peered through, only to meet the frightened gaze of a young woman stationed behind the counter of quite a different shop. I stepped back, bewildered—I was on Lombard Street, somewhere else entirely, very near the tavern I had been in earlier, a suffocating place so fraught with menace I had escaped to the street.


Filled with confusion, I struggled to breathe as the air became warmer and thicker, as the light sizzled and shadows darted all around me, until I crouched down to alleviate the dizziness. There was a nudge against my leg and Catterina tiptoed about my feet and sat down, her green eyes fixed on mine as if she were a mesmerist. As my vision began to ebb away, I realized where I had seen the apothecary shop before and when I had witnessed the very same scenario that had just played before me. And I prayed that I would find a way to tell my most honorable friend, the Chevalier C. Auguste Dupin, the truth about how I had finally been murdered and by whom.
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SUNDAY, 17 JUNE 1849


The dénouement has been decided and cannot, I think, be undone. Let me start at the beginning, or what I know of it, and give all the facts regarding my delivery to this grim place.


It was June of 1849—the seventeenth, I believe. I had spent the morning writing, or trying to, but the weight of the silence stilled my pen and, finally, the prison of my chair become intolerable. I unfurled a gently purring Catterina from about my neck, left her curled up on the table and escaped my study for the sanctuary of the garden.


The cherry and apple blossoms had flurried down weeks previously and there were nubs of fruit on the boughs as spring ambled into summer. The foliage was still a tender green and rain in the night had scented the air with the richness of loam. I examined the wildflower garden I had planted in the shade under my wife Virginia’s guidance; the violets which formed a border were in bloom, peeping out from heart-shaped leaves, their cheerful faces deep purple, lavender and white with blue embellishments. Stern jack-in-the-pulpits, some fully green and others striped deep purple and emerald, watched over a bevy of gossiping lady’s-slipper orchids. Sissy had marveled over those peculiar deep pink blooms. In the sunny patch away from the fruit trees, the earth was covered with a crazy quilt of flowers, all sent as a gift by Mrs. Carr of Bartram’s Gardens in Philadelphia. She and Sissy had become fast friends just prior to our move from the Quaker city to New York in April of 1844. It was two years before we found our perfect home in the village of Fordham, fourteen miles from the city, and Sissy immediately wrote to Mrs. Carr, describing the little cottage set on two acres of land that we rented from Mr. John Valentine, whose name my wife found perfectly delightful. We moved into the cottage in May 1846, and two weeks later a crate from Bartram’s Gardens was delivered by coach. The cleverly constructed transport box was filled to the brim with bulbs, seeds and potted plants. Included were detailed instructions of how to plant and care for each specimen.


“You will soon have a hummingbird and butterfly garden,” Mrs. Carr had written, “for these plants attract both.”


My wife was thrilled with this notion, and Mrs. Carr’s promise was quickly fulfilled. The young plants took to the good earth, and later that year produced drifts of ebullient color that had butterflies gliding around them like sailing ships encircling tropical islands. My wife was most pleased by the arrival of what appeared at first glance to be an enormous insect.


“What a comely gentleman he is, with his emerald cap and coat and ruby-colored neckcloth,” she said fondly.


The hummingbird visited the garden most days and did not seem to mind our presence as he darted from flower to flower, watched suspiciously by Catterina, who seemed to fear him—perhaps with good reason, as he was a pugnacious little creature. To my surprise, my wife would not name the bird; she said to do so would tether him, and his true beauty was to dart and wheel and dip amongst the blossoms before disappearing into the wind itself. But when she spoke to the creature, thinking herself alone in the garden sun, she conversed with her “little Seraph” and the dazzling creature would hover, listening, then flit back to the blossoms as if depositing her secrets there.


When the weather turned in mid-September, bringing a sharpness to the morning air, my wife waited patiently on the front porch for the hummingbird’s morning tour, but he did not appear. Sissy refused to leave her station until the sun dropped to the western horizon and the sky was stained to match the fading blooms that shivered near the porch.


“He’s flown south,” I told her, “to winter in Mexico. Wouldn’t that be glorious? To migrate with the hummingbirds and return to our garden for spring?”


But Sissy would not turn her mind to my fanciful notion. “I hope he is safe. I could not bear it if something happened to him.”


“He is sipping exotic nectar, I am sure of it. Be pleased for the little fellow. He was clever to escape before the first frost.”


“You’re right, my dear. He is obeying the law of Nature.” She was silent for a moment, her face pensive, then she murmured, “It is selfish, I know, but I had hoped to see him again. Summer left us sooner than I thought it might.”


“You’ll have to wait until spring, I fear, but I promise he will return, for undoubtedly he has made our garden his summer home.”


Taking pity on me, she mustered a smile and joined my wishful reverie. “I’ll be glad to see him when he does, for truly you have made a garden that is perfect for hummingbirds and for us.” She clasped my hand in hers and we said nothing more as twilight gathered in around us.


On the day in question, the seventeenth of June, I worked in the garden for an hour before lunch. Three years had passed since I’d first planted it and the borders were thriving. Dahlias, mignonette and heliotrope had joined the showy parade assembled by Mrs. Carr. Each morning I would drag my fingers through dirt, assisting the industrious earthworms; I pulled out weeds and doused the thirsty greenery with rainwater from the barrel. The air was scented with jasmine and sweet honeysuckle; our hummingbird had returned again and he was not alone this year. A female had arrived in our garden soon after he did and crouched in the cup of a nest attached to a dogwood tree branch, warming a pair of tiny eggs. He was a neglectful husband, though, and sped from flower to flower, greedy to partake of them all, but he brought no nectar back for his mate to sip, nor did he take his turn upon the nest, an intricate assembly of twigs, leaves, lichen, bound up with spider webs. She sat there alone, a fierce little warrior of the air.


When Muddy, my mother-in-law, opened the door and announced that she’d baked a fresh loaf that was ready for eating, I made my way inside, quickly washed up and sat down at the kitchen table. The scent of bread was thick in the air and hunger seized my belly. Muddy poured coffee for the two of us and set down a plate with two thick slices spread with melting butter. We wolfed down the warm bread, swigged coffee and did not speak a word to each other.


“That was delicious,” I finally said.


The hard angles of Muddy’s honest face were eased by a smile.


“The garden is coming along well,” I continued. “And the hummingbirds—there are two eggs in the nest. I’m looking forward to the little ones. I don’t believe I’ve ever seen a bird as small as they will be.” I sipped some coffee, waiting for a response, but none was offered. “Have you?” I prodded.


Muddy thought for a moment. “No, I don’t believe I have.”


“Well, it should be quite something to have a family of hummingbirds living in our garden. It will be enjoyable to watch them.”


Muddy gave a nod of her head, then briskly reached for my plate. Her large, capable hands seemed to scoop up all the dishes at once and deliver them to the sink, then she refilled my coffee cup. “I thought we would finish yesterday’s stew for supper.” She looked to me for an opinion.


“Perfect,” I murmured.


Muddy turned away and began to wash the dishes. If Sissy had been at the table with us, we would have talked about the excitement of the hummingbirds, how beautiful the garden looked, and all the other blooms we might grow in our little sanctuary. But Muddy would not be engaged in fanciful talk of the garden, and I had tired of trying to find some nicety to offer up, so the silence gathered until the air grew thick with our loneliness.


I returned to my study that afternoon, but did not manage to write anything I much cared for. After supper I went upstairs to read, but I lost my place several times when my eyes slipped closed and the pages of my book whirred shut. Catterina leapt onto the bed, caught my sleepy gaze with her peridot eyes, then gracefully curled into herself. Hypnos had defeated me so I set the book aside and blew out the candle.


Later—how much later I do not know—I came awake. It was utterly quiet and I could not think what had caused me to leave my dreams, but as I stared at the surrounding shadow, there was a quivering over my skin. Then a glimmer of moonlight seeped through the curtains, and I saw that Catterina was sitting up, the triangles of her ears alert. She did not move and nor did I. Moments later, there was a stutter in the darkness, like the faintest ripple in very deep, very still water when something lurks beneath the surface. Then there was a smudge of soft white in the black and it grew and spread as if someone were drawing onto night itself with an unearthly phosphorescence. My unease grew, but I was unable to avert my gaze as a shape slowly formed, her shape. And there, moments or perhaps hours later, seated in the chair by the window, hands folded in her lap, her face turned toward mine, was my wife. I whispered her name, then said it louder still, but she did not reply and I did not know what I should do.


Death is never simple. It may be sudden and a shock or so protracted it comes as a relief. Many fear it, others fight it, some welcome it. The mourner weeps over what might have been—a future thwarted, a promise lost, the legacy of a family curtailed. I had dreamt so many times that Sissy had come home again, that a diabolical error had been reversed and she was revived. I had dreamt that our life together would resume, even more perfectly, for she was alive and fully well again.


How cruel it was to awaken afterwards.


So I sat in my bed and simply gazed at my darling wife while she smiled gently back at me. I thought I heard her say my name once, but the birds called up the dawn and Catterina and I watched as she dissolved, silently, into the pink morning light.
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MONDAY, 18 JUNE 1849


My morning began like any other but something had changed. There was a peculiar hum in the air and invisible sparks seemed to dance around me. Catterina followed me from room to room, her tail held high in the air, her eyes constantly seeking mine. When we adjourned to the porch, the colors outside seemed more vivid, the garden’s perfume intoxicating. I wondered if the veil between this world and the next had torn when Sissy came back to us in the night and whether she was watching us as she had promised she would. When Muddy appeared on the path home, clutching a basket of pigweed, garlic mustard and spring onions, she was startled that I hurried to meet her, Catterina at my heels.


“Here, let me help.” I pulled the basket from her arm and fell into step beside her. “How did you sleep last night?”


“Very well, thank you.” Muddy looked at me warily, perhaps anticipating complaints that insomnia had returned to trouble me and that I might resort to various calmatives to quiet my restless mind.


“Did you see anything? Or feel a . . . presence?”


Muddy frowned and shook her head, her discomfort growing.


“Sissy came. We saw her.” I nodded to Catterina. “Just before dawn. She sat in her chair near the window. It was almost as if she never left us.” The details of the scene flooded my mind. “She did not speak,” I added. “But she smiled.”


“You poor boy.”


My fearful joy dissipated when I saw the pity on my mother-in-law’s face, and I was left feeling wounded.


“I was happy to see her. We were happy to see her, to know she is all right. It was not a dream,” I insisted. “And I had nothing to drink if that is what you are thinking. I have made a pledge, and I will keep it.”


“I know you will.” Muddy patted my arm, but her attempt to soothe me had the opposite effect, and I was thoroughly disgruntled by her lack of faith. We had both suffered enormously during Sissy’s final decline, but I had done my best not to add to my mother-in-law’s hurt, and when I could not help myself, endeavored to make amends. When one loves acutely, the pain of loss is correspondingly acute. At my lowest, it seems that love is not worth the agony, then later I feel nothing but shame at my morose thoughts, for it is necessary to swim on through the murkiest waters, knowing that pain will slowly ebb away.


I decided a tramp through the countryside would be a good tonic and fetched a letter I had written to Annie Richmond—I would take it to the post office in West-Farms, which was a few miles away. Annie had proved to be a sympathetic friend in the time since my wife’s passing, and I was grateful, but had been a poor correspondent.


As I struck out for West-Farms, Catterina followed me down the front path and onto Kingsbridge Road, which was odd in itself as normally she was content to loll on the porch or curl up on my chair when I went for a ramble. As I walked down the road, she paced back and forth on the verge, her tail twitching in agitation. When last I looked back, she had settled on her haunches like a sentry guarding the boundaries of our little homestead, the early morning sun seeping through the trees. I paused to admire our cottage of Dutch shingles; it was rustic and plain and very beautiful––a place of incomparable joy and sadness.


I walked for a short time along Kingsbridge Road, then left the track to vagabond through the woods and fully immerse myself in the natural world, in part to enjoy its wonders, but mostly to see if the feeling that Sissy had returned to me would persist, or if Nature would chase away the specters of my dreams. As soon as I entered the woodland, the rules of our world fell away like a discarded cloak. A deep silence enveloped me; then there was birdsong and the rustling of the invisible. A tangle of scent rose up around me: chocolatey loam, sweet rainwater, blossoms and new leaves, distant pine. Brightness glistened on the green, dripped onto the forest floor like morning dew, and I knew absolutely that my wife was with me, could almost feel her hand slip into mine.


I followed a natural path that meandered through the undulating terrain, perhaps the secret avenue of the deer and wild turkey that roamed by day or the foxes and raccoons by night. The leafy canopy of chestnut, hickory and black walnut intermingled with oaks, and sassafras trees swayed and chattered. Perfume spilled from the last of the yellow-green tulip tree blossoms. As I walked, squirrels tracked my movements, scurrying up and down tree trunks or leaping above me from bough to bough. A blood-red cardinal soared overhead and joined its mate. When I passed a glade filled with grass as lush as Genoese velvet and speckled with wildflowers, a doe turned her eyes to mine as if to greet me, then resumed her grazing. That moment alone made me fully certain that Virginia was with me, her gentle spirit soothing the shy creatures that lived amongst the trees—and, so too, my own anxious spirit was calmed.


When I emerged from the forest into the pleasant little town of West-Farms, I was momentarily disconcerted by the bustling activity. Two farm wagons rattled past me and an old man smoking a meerschaum on his front porch wished me a good morning, as did a harried young woman trying to herd a gaggle of boisterous young children somewhere they did not wish to go. A dog sleeping in a puddle of sunlight gave one lazy bark, then immediately fell back to sleep, and a blackbird hidden in a tree overlooking the carriage track filled the air with a glorious melody. When I opened the door to the post office, which was also a general store, its bells jangled.


“’Tis some visitor tapping at my chamber door. Only this and nothing more,” intoned a deep voice. Moments later, a smiling fellow with black curling hair, luxurious mustachios and a well-cultivated belly emerged from a back room to take up his station at the large polished wooden counter that smelled of lemon oil. “Always a pleasure to see you, Mr. Poe.”


The postmaster enjoyed quoting lines from my own verse to me, a habit I found irksome, but as he had taken the trouble to commit the poem to memory and ever commented on how it enchanted him, it would have been churlish to diminish his pleasure.


“How are you, Mr. Quinn? It’s a fine morning for a ramble.”


“You say that every time I see you, my friend, but you will never persuade me. After my day is done, I enjoy putting my feet up after a nice dinner.” He cheerfully patted his belly with both hands. Mr. Quinn then reached under the counter and brought out a basket full of neatly organized post. “Must be an important letter,” he said as he deftly sifted through the folded pages. “I only just wrote up the list of names with post to collect.”


“In fact, I came to send this.” I slid the envelope over the counter to him.


But Mr. Quinn was focused on a letter he had retrieved from the basket, carefully examining the front of it. “Well, you’ve saved us both some effort, then. This was brought up from the city yesterday. Posted less than two weeks ago. Doesn’t seem that long since the days we’d be waiting more than a month—sometimes two—for news from the family back home,” he reminisced. “And much could change in life while waiting for a letter to cross the Atlantic,” he added sagely. He stared at the missive in his hand a moment longer, then, seemingly satisfied that it was for me, handed it over.


My name and address were inscribed on the front in small precise letters without an ounce of showy flair or embellishments. It was handwriting that I immediately recognized.


“Steamships will change the world, mark my words,” Mr. Quinn observed.


“Indeed,” I murmured to be polite, but in truth I had stopped absorbing the postmaster’s chitchat. Unable to contain myself, I broke the seal and opened the letter.




No. 33 rue Dunôt,


Faubourg St-Germain, Paris


1 June 1849


Dear Poe,


I was pleased to receive your letter dated the nineteenth of April and am glad a lift in the weather has eased your melancholy and contributed to an improvement in your health. After making the acquaintance of your wife in Philadelphia, it is not difficult to imagine your continued grief in losing her and its ill effects upon you. As your true friend, might I respectfully suggest that a change of environment might prove a mild tonic?


Enclosed you will find a ticket to sail on the twenty-seventh of June, from Philadelphia to Le Havre. I have made some discoveries that I believe will enable me to receive justice for all I have endured. With your assistance, I will at last prevail against my nemesis.


May I also suggest that you bring the letters. You know the ones of which I speak—your legacy. I have information regarding the whereabouts of the man who wishes you ill and believe the letters will prove useful.


I hope you will journey to Paris and assist me in my mission. Of course, I insist on taking care of all your expenses during your journeys and your stay here.


Your obedient servant,


C. Auguste Dupin





Dupin’s message left my mind a-swarm with questions. Had my friend at last located his enemy Ernest Valdemar? Or had he merely an idea of his location and some kind of plan to draw him out? And what would happen when he finally cornered the man who had destroyed his family? I knew from experience that Dupin would not hesitate to murder the villain—I could not envisage him taking any other action as he would fear that Valdemar would find a way to escape prison. While I did not fully support my friend’s desire to end the life of his foe, it was not difficult to understand why he so despised him, for Valdemar had sent Dupin’s paternal grandparents to the guillotine, had murdered his mother and provoked the death of his father. He had appropriated their money and valuable accouterments, then had taunted Dupin by selling those prized family heirlooms at auctions. Given Dupin’s renown in Paris for solving the most complex mysteries, it was all the more humiliating that the infamous Valdemar had eluded him for so many years. I had no doubt that Dupin would eventually find a way to destroy his nemesis, but I was not certain he would have the good sense to make it appear an accident.


“Not bad news, I hope.”


Mr. Quinn’s voice made me jump and his look of genuine concern increased.


“I’m sorry. The letter is just . . . unexpected. I may need to make a journey to visit a friend,” I added.


“In Paris?” Enthusiasm replaced the look of worry on his face.


I was startled by the postmaster’s mind-reading capabilities until I realized he had seen the stamp of origin on the envelope.


“Indeed.”


“My wife has long dreamt of going there. She speaks the language, you see, and is very taken with The Mysteries of Paris. I think she has read the confounded thing several times now.” He shook his head. “All those miscreants and murderers—she revels in their awful deeds.” He shivered dramatically. “I like a cheerful romance when reading for pleasure, and one with fewer pages than that never-ending tome.”


I smiled at the thought of the postmaster’s equally plump and very pretty wife devouring Eugène Sue’s novels. She seemed such a light-hearted, frivolous creature with her enormous blue eyes brimming perpetual innocence and her pastel dresses over-decorated with bows and lace.


“I have not been to Paris in many years, indeed not since I first met my friend there. It may very well do me good to visit him—and Paris—again,” I said. But in truth I was remembering the words Dupin had so often said to me: Amicis semper fidelis—“Always faithful to friends”—and he had ever been true to his word when I most needed him. With that recollection, I made up my mind. The Chevalier C. Auguste Dupin had asked for my help and of course I would go to Paris to do what I could to assist him.


That evening Muddy served up chicken with cooked greens, spring onions and bread, and I revealed my news.


“I’ll be leaving for Philadelphia this Wednesday and then will make my way to Paris. Monsieur Dupin has sent me a ticket. He needs my assistance in a matter.”


“Helena has not gone missing again, has she?” Muddy asked anxiously.


Five years previously Dupin stayed with us in Philadelphia and helped to rescue an abducted heiress from London, Miss Helena Loddiges. I had edited an ornithology book for the eccentric Miss Loddiges, who was also an expert taxidermist, and Sissy and she had become good friends. My mother-in-law was also fond of the lady, but was far less sure what to make of Dupin. Sissy grew to like him by the end of his visit and the feeling was reciprocated, though few would easily perceive that Dupin considered my wife a friend. And perhaps truly he did not, perhaps his only friend was me, but there was no doubt that if Sissy had been in any danger, Dupin would have sacrificed his own life to save hers. Unfortunately, he could not vanquish Death himself and nor could I.


“I’m quite sure Miss Loddiges is safe,” I told Muddy. “This concerns a Dupin family matter and I must assist, given all that he has done for me.”


“Well, he would not ask for help if he was not in dire need of it,” Muddy observed. “Virginia would certainly want you to go.”


Her words took me by surprise. “Quite right. Virginia would insist.”


We were both silent for a moment, imagining that scenario, which I knew to be true once I had voiced it.


“I don’t know how long I will be in Paris, but I’ll let Mr. Valentine know I’ll be gone for a while and will ask him to stop by as often as he can. Mr. Quinn over in West-Farms knows my plans and will have my letters brought over, for I will write to you regularly.”


“So long as I know you’re safe and when you will be home again, Eddy. I will worry until I hear from you.”


“Please don’t. I will be home as soon as I can and I promise I will write.”


Muddy nodded solemnly, taking my vow to heart.


I tried to read for a while in the parlor but could not concentrate, so I made my way upstairs, Catterina following. I went over Dupin’s letter. There was no question but that I should assist him in his efforts to avenge his family. I was uncertain, however, about his suggestion that I attempt to locate the man who wished me ill. George Reynolds had caused me much grief, yet had vanished from my life since our move to New York. But to ignore Dupin’s suggestion to bring the letters would be to ignore an instruction. I knew my friend well enough to understand that.


I knelt down and levered up the planks in the floor that kept my legacy safe. There was the mahogany box that held my worst secrets—a Pandora’s box, but without hope hidden within its depths. Reynolds had sent it to me, claiming it was my inheritance, and the letters inside it suggested that my maternal grandparents had been notorious criminals acting as the “London Monster”, who half a century ago had assaulted more than fifty young women in the city of London, slashing their dresses with a blade. Worse still, an innocent man had been imprisoned for their misdeeds and that man was Reynolds’s own father. I had traveled to London nine years previously in hopes of proving the letters false with Dupin’s assistance. Our investigation achieved exactly the opposite.


I opened the mahogany box and took out the bundle of letters tied up with an antique green ribbon and the violet eye brooch that had saved me from death. Reynolds had lost the love token—a painted miniature of his wife’s eye—and in reaching to pick it up I narrowly escaped being murdered by him. I felt terrible sorrow as I gazed into it, for Rowena Reynolds had fallen to her death like a broken-winged angel and I had failed to prevent her murder. George Reynolds blamed me for that too.


Catterina padded into the room and sniffed at the gap in the floor, contemplating whether to creep inside. I forestalled her whim by replacing the planks, then dropped the letters and brooch back into the mahogany box, locked it and put it on the dresser, determined to hide it in the bottom of my trunk when morning came.


The house was silent but for the usual night rustlings indoors and out, and yet I could not fall asleep. Catterina remained awake also, head resting on her paws, eyes fixed straight ahead. Moonlight pushed through the curtains, leaving mysterious trails of silver, and the warm night was disrupted by a blanket of cold air that fell down around me. There was the same rippling in the shadows, and a smudge of chalk appeared that grew and spread until I saw that Sissy was before me, standing at the end of my bed, looking down upon me and Catterina, who stared back at my glimmering wife and was as immobile as a statue.


“Sissy,” I whispered. “Sissy, my dear.”


As I said her name, the atmosphere grew even more chill and a stream of air flowed from the window and around the room. The papers on my night table rose up like a swarm of eerie butterflies, then flurried down, and as they did my wife, my darling, melted into the night.


Catterina slipped off the bed and disappeared through the gap in the door to search the house for her mistress, and I wanted to follow, but a strange fear held me back—the joy I had felt in Sissy’s first appearance was somehow tainted. I lay there, hoping sleep would find me, but the darkness was so heavy I struggled with the weight of it, shifting this way and that, every muscle aching, my skin tormented by the touch of the bedclothes, the hours until morning stretching endlessly before me. Then sunlight washed into the room, and I opened my eyes to find Catterina back in her spot at the end of the bed. My papers were scattered wildly about the room and my letter from Dupin was torn into four neat pieces and deposited on my bedside table.
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PHILADELPHIA TO LE HAVRE, 27 JUNE TO 8 JULY 1849


The signs were not auspicious the day I sailed from Philadelphia. Those versed in the language of the stars would surely have spoken of their ill aspects and advised against crossing the sea while Saturn’s gaze afflicted the moon. Gulls shrieked overhead like demons and the mood of the passengers was fraught as we stood in a pelting rain, waiting to embark. If Dupin had not asked for my assistance and if he had not sent me the ticket for my passage—a drain on his ever-scarce resources—I would have abandoned the journey.


When I at last stepped onto the Independence, there was no one to wave me farewell, so I made my way to my stateroom feeling shaken. I dreaded the thought of almost two weeks at sea, even if I had endured considerably longer journeys in the past, and that foreboding only increased once we were out in the Atlantic, surrounded by gray seawater, the constant rise and fall of the waves threatening to drown me in melancholy. I stayed hidden away in my room, taking my meals in private and reading to pass the time. Dreams I refused to remember visited me each night, and I was certain on one occasion I heard my wife calling out: “Go home, Eddy, go home.” But I stuck to my pledge of abstinence and did not partake of a drop of solace, knowing that it would only make the horror worse. When I awoke from my tortured sleep unable to breathe, panic coursing through my veins, I opened another book or put pen to paper, determined not to let fear conquer me.


When I did venture out onto the deck, I could not shake the feeling that someone was following me. The other passengers were rather odd, which did not inspire a sense that all was well. There was a woman dressed all in black, swathed in a heavy veil of the same shade. Mourning gloves covered her ungainly hands and the quantity of memento mori adornments she wore gave her the appearance of Death’s morbid sister. I felt sympathy for her great loss, but the polite greetings I offered were always met with stony silence. At first her apparent rudeness unsettled me, but eventually I gathered that she was traveling alone and presumed she was guarding her reputation; thereafter, I simply nodded or tipped my hat and avoided the dour widow, as I had labeled her in my own mind.


Two completely different characters—convivial and rather noisy—were also sailing on the Independence. The younger, who was in his fourth decade, was from the upper classes in Germany, or so I guessed from his accent and expensive, showy attire. He was tall, slender, with chestnut hair and a small mustache, both of which had a fiery red gleam in the sunlight. His companion was a brawny Englishman of perhaps fifty years of age who seemed to be in his employ, but also a true friend. His head was bald as an egg but for a mousy fringe of hair and his face was ruddy as were his whiskers. There was something familiar about the two fellows and I wondered if I had met them previously, but they seemed not to know me so I concluded they were merely of a type I had been acquainted with during my army days, due to their irritating habit of practicing various martial arts on deck: fencing, shooting at invisible things in the sea and wrestling with a ferocity that entertained the ship’s crew but must have frightened the ladies on board. Their antics became tiresome very quickly, adding to my desire to hide myself away.


The voyage seemed interminable, but I gave earnest thanks to God and the inventor of the steamship that the trip did not take twice as long. As we neared Le Havre, it was that magical hour when the sky is cerulean, just before it lapses into black. I stood on deck, scanning the crowd for Dupin. Five years had passed since he had stayed with us in Philadelphia, and while we had exchanged numerous letters, I was anxious to enjoy his company again, for his discourse was always surprising and one never knew what adventure might take place if joining C. Auguste Dupin on a walk through the city at night.


By the time we docked, I still had not spotted my friend and disembarked to wait for him. A porter delivered my trunk to me and I settled down on it, watching the throng of people milling about the docks as I reaccustomed my ear to the French language. Eventually the crowd thinned to what appeared to be locals who made their living at the busy port.


“It appears you’ve been forgotten, sir.”


The voice was male and cultured, the words in English. I leapt to my feet and turned to face the speaker. It was the German nobleman and his companion, which left me feeling uneasy given their boorish behavior and love of a fight.


“Not at all. My friend is merely delayed,” I said.


The German raised his eyebrows, unconvinced. “We were on the Independence with you, but did not have the pleasure of making your acquaintance,” he said. “I am Rodolph Durand and this is Walter Murphy. We hail from the grand duchy of Gerolstein, but have been on an adventure in the Americas. At your service.” He bowed elegantly, despite his overly casual introduction, and his valet, or whatever he was, did the same. “We are traveling to Paris by coach and would be pleased to assist if that is your destination also.”


“Thank you most kindly, but I am certain my friend will be here shortly.”


The German leaned in closer and said in a low voice. “It would not be wise to tarry here, sir. Several eyes are upon you, and if we leave you alone it will not matter if your friend arrives to collect you a mere ten minutes from now, for you will be gutted like a fish by the man who has you in his sights.” He nodded, his eyes flicking to my right, and I followed his glance. At first, I could discern no one, but then perceived a rough, red-faced man with a brutish brow, dressed all in gray so that he blended in with the gloom that had descended around us. “We have arrived at this port many times and there seems an unspoken agreement between the police and the criminal fraternity that any who tarry here after sundown are fair game for the hunters, if you understand me.”


I did, but traveling with the two combative fellows did not seem an entirely safe option either.


“You are right to be wary of Mr. Durand,” Murphy said, who must have sensed my trepidation, “for he is indeed more trouble than he is worth at times, but I can assure you that his advice is good and the offer well meant. Besides, there was ample opportunity to murder you on the journey over if that were our aim,” he added with a smile.


I furtively examined the area again and espied more than one brute lingering. Mr. Durand’s invitation suddenly seemed very attractive.


“Thank you, sirs,” I said. “I appreciate your kind offer. I am Edgar Poe and am indeed traveling to Paris.”


“Very good, Mr. Poe,” Durand said, extending his hand and shaking mine so firmly my entire body rattled. “We are at your service. Where does your friend reside?”


“Rue Dunôt, in Faubourg Saint-Germain,” I said.


“We shall get you there alive. Have no fear.”


“Rue Dunôt, did you say?” Murphy frowned.


“Yes. I’m visiting the Chevalier Dupin. Perhaps you’ve heard of him?” I asked, not a little proud of the reputation my friend enjoyed in Paris.


Durand shrugged slightly, but Murphy nodded.


“We have not met him,” he said. “Not yet. I believe he is admired as a . . . ratiocinator?” He said the word hesitantly, as if it were unfamiliar to him.


“That is correct. The Chevalier Dupin is accomplished in the art of ratiocination—his skills of deductive reasoning are unparalleled and he is able to unravel the most baffling puzzles. The prefect of police regularly calls on his skills,” I added.


“You see,” Murphy said to his employer. “It is true.”


Durand shook his head dismissively. “And so it might be, but we have no need of his services. Not to belittle the abilities of your friend,” he said, turning to me. “No doubt his skills of deduction are admirable.”


“Indeed they are. I know of no one better equipped to solve a mystery or deduce who is the perpetrator of a crime than the Chevalier Dupin.” For some reason, I felt compelled to defend him, which would not have pleased Dupin in the least.


“I will remember your recommendation, sir. Mr. Durand does not always know when he requires assistance,” Murphy said tartly, as he heaved up my trunk, despite its considerable weight.


“Nor do you, old man,” the German retorted, grabbing the other end of trunk. The two had shifted it over to a handsome carriage before the driver could assist them and stowed my belongings away with their own luggage. Durand opened the carriage door and leapt in. Murphy indicated that I should precede him so I caught my breath and followed, hoping my assessment of their characters was correct. Seconds later, the carriage rattled into the night.
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Sissy’s cough had deepened until it shook her bones and, finally, she remained in bed, overcome by a chill that a layer of blankets topped with my overcoat and Catterina could not diminish. For months, I had done my best to conquer the need to sleep, so fearful was I to wake and find Sissy gone. But after a time, my nerves were utterly frayed. Muddy made up a cot in the room and demanded that I sleep while she kept watch in my stead, knitting to pass the hours. And yet, my wife maintained the demeanor of a saint and grew ever more beautiful—if that were possible—even as her life force faded.


True to her own premonition, Sissy was not with us to greet spring or say hello to our little hummingbird when he returned from residing amidst the rich blooms of Mexico. She left us on January’s thirtieth day in that cruel winter of 1847.


“My girl, my dear, sweet girl,” Muddy whispered as she stroked her daughter’s face. “Farewell. Blessed release at last.”


Blessed release? Her words filleted through me. How could my darling’s own mother say such a thing? Surely she should feel only pure sorrow and the knife of grief, for I knew that if the positions had been reversed, if I or Muddy had been felled by ill health of any sort, Sissy would have been faithfully at our sides, ready to do anything she could to alleviate our pain, soothe any regrets and ease our journey to whatever awaits us on the other side of the veil. And when we had finally breathed our last, she would have wept with pure sorrow, wishing that she could have done more to hold Death away.


But then I saw the tears tracing the lines of my mother-in-law’s face, gleaming on the backs of her hands after she pressed them to her eyes, and I saw her shoulders quivering with the stoical weeping of a mother who, finally, loses her only child. I realized in that moment that my anger at dear Muddy’s words sprang from my own remorse—my shame at the rush of relief that had surged through me when Sissy left us. Relief! Instantly, I had suppressed that ignoble emotion and had locked it up inside me, for how could I be so small as to feel relief when I had lost the person dearest to me in this world? And I wondered yet again why my darling wife had loved a man as imperfect as me. Blessed release—that declaration had, at first, filled me with self-righteous anger, a symptom of my own guilt. But I soon understood the unselfish devotion in my mother-in-law’s words and they have sustained me thereafter.


“Mr. Poe, are you with us?”


Someone jostled my shoulder. When I opened my eyes, two strangers were peering down at me. As my disorientation faded away, I remembered Durand and his companion who had, according to them, rescued me from the villains of Le Havre.


“Not much of a conversationalist, is he, Murphy?” Durand said.


“Unless what we took for snoring was some foreign tongue we are not acquainted with,” Murphy offered.


“Well, Mr. Poe? Is Murphy correct?”


“I’m terribly sorry,” I said, sitting upright, for I had been sprawled in sleep on the carriage seat across from my two companions. “I did not mean to be so impolite.”


Durand shooed away my apologies. “Many do not sleep well when traveling by ship, and I was pleased to see that this carriage, which some believed cost more than it should,”—he directed a pointed glance at his companion—“made the journey comfortable enough for you to slumber. I therefore conclude that my money was well spent. Thank you, Mr. Poe.”


“And I conclude that Mr. Poe’s ability to fall unconscious for several hours on the road is little indication of the fairness of the price paid for a carriage. Further, if this is a display of your powers of deduction, sir, then I conclude that there is no denying your need of Mr. Poe’s friend the ratiocinator.”


Durand snorted rudely in response. Moments later, the coach stopped abruptly. “I believe we have arrived, Mr. Poe. Have you been here before?”


“Yes, but close to two decades ago.”


I had first made Dupin’s acquaintance in 1832, when staying in Paris. We had met at a library on rue Montmartre when looking for the same book and our subsequent conversation revealed that we had the same interests, including a shared passion for enigmas, conundrums and hieroglyphics. Dupin had offered me accommodation at his residence so that I might conserve my rapidly depleting funds and I accepted with gratitude. Both rue Dunôt and Dupin’s apartment had an air of severely diminished gentility at that time, but now, as I looked out, the dwelling’s façade glowed white as the moon in the night sky, suggesting it had recently been painted. The heavy black door was also immaculate, and the brass door furniture gleamed under the street’s gaslights. Two large numbers affixed above the door knocker proclaimed “33”.


“This is it,” I said.


“Very good.” Durand threw open the carriage door and leapt out. Murphy followed and they disappeared to the back of the coach, then reappeared moments later carrying my trunk and placed it just outside the front door before I could fully exit the coach. I was glad to see that a window was open at the top of the building, where Dupin’s apartment was located, and light glowed behind the curtains of his parlor.


“Thank you very much for your delivering me here,” I said. “If ever I can—”


Durand raised his hand to halt my words. “It is my mission to assist those in need and so it was my great pleasure.”


“Would you care to meet the Chevalier Dupin?” I offered.


“No, thank you,” Durand said firmly. “I would not wish to disturb him at this hour and we must be on our way.”


“Very good.” We all shook hands and I made my way up the stairs to the front door as Durand and Murphy retreated to the carriage and quickly drove away. The German was clearly being stubborn in his resistance to hiring Dupin for some task, much to the irritation of Mr. Murphy, but it was none of my business in the end and, in retrospect, my offer had been ill-considered, for Dupin would not welcome an intrusion from strangers at his home. When I reached the door I found another change since my previous visit: four brass mechanical doorbells. I reached up to the top bell that was engraved with “Troisième étage” and turned the key. Just as I was beginning to worry that no one was in the apartment after all, the parlor curtain twitched.


“Dupin!” I called up. “’Tis I, Poe. I was given a seat in a carriage from Le Havre.”


A woman’s voice emanated from the open window. “Who is it?” she said in French. “What do you want at this hour?”


“Is this the Chevalier Dupin’s home?” I asked, wrong-footed.


The curtain was pulled back and a woman stared down at me.


“I am Edgar Poe, his friend. He is expecting me. I sailed from Philadelphia. He sent me a ticket on the Independence. I thought he might meet me at Le Havre,” I babbled with a touch of desperation, feeling ridiculous shouting up at her from the street in my less than perfect French.


“Wait,” the lady instructed and she disappeared from the window. I was beginning to doubt the facts I had just presented, so odd was the situation I found myself in, and looked around me with unease. The street was utterly deserted, and I had no idea where I might find a carriage, much less a hotel.


Then the curtains in the window to the right of the front door parted as someone peered out. Moments later the door flew open. “Poe! It is you!” And there was Dupin before me, a look of disbelief on his face, gripping his cobra-headed walking stick with the rapier concealed within it. He stared at me and I at him.
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