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He used to make merry over the cleverness of women, but I have not heard him do it of late. And when he speaks of Irene Adler, or when he refers to her photograph, it is always under the honourable title of the woman.

—Sir Arthur Conan Doyle, A Scandal in Bohemia








CHAPTER 1

The Curious Cadaver

BLOOD BEADED AND DRIPPED, FROM BODY TO TABLE AND eventually to the floor, pooling like a ruby mirror. The growing stain on the flagstone floor isn’t my pressing concern, nor is the body lying a scant ten feet before me. I’m more concerned with why a cadaver, whose supposed time of death was more than two days ago, would still be bleeding.

I cough, raise a tentative hand, and make sure to pitch my voice deep and gravelly. “Forgive me, Professor Stackton, but when did you say the time of death was?”

My question elicits chuckles from my classmates, and from my steepest competition, a few raise their eyebrows and turn their rapt attention on the professor laboring above the body.

“Very good, Mr. Holland,” Stackton says, elbow-deep in the chest cavity. “You should all have noticed, from the blood now soaking my best shoes, that the time of death was wildly incorrect. This body wasn’t found yesterday. It was brought straight here, just this hour.”

My bushy eyebrows, drawn dark and thick like fuzzy caterpillars, shoot high. If a body’s blood starts to congeal somewhere between six to ten hours after the time of death, and the bell for the ninth hour has yet to toll, this man’s death occurred sometime in the earliest hours of the morning.

Darkest hours before the dawn takes on a whole new meaning now.

The cadaver is splayed across the table at the front of the classroom, with the victim’s absolute horror written across his face, split into a curdled scream.

What could have killed this man in a way to evoke such a response?

Despite my better judgment, I lean forward in my seat. The wood creaks with the movement, drawing more unwanted attention my way as a few of my classmates turn their gazes toward me. On reflex, I hunch my shoulders and bow my head. Ever the image of a meek boy. A nobody, not worth even a passing glance.

“Rise in the ranks, but not too quick.” My mentor’s voice echoes through my mind. “Draw no undue attention, for they cannot know what you are hiding.”

Yet.

They can’t know what I’m hiding yet.

Morning light filters through the stained-glass windows, catching on the centuries of dust floating in the air. I always dread our anatomy classes here, in one of the oldest classrooms in All Souls, where the ghosts of Oxford seem to moan the loudest. I’m not a superstitious person, but my mother raised me to have an appreciation and respect for the supernatural.

Just because I don’t see it, doesn’t mean it doesn’t exist.

The classroom is silent, ghosts and students alike waiting with bated breath for Professor Stackton’s next words. The wizardly old man toddles around the table, spectacles pressed high on the bridge of his nose and wiry beard threatening to drag along the body.

“And who will tell me the cause of death?” He glances about the classroom, ice-blue eyes jumping to each of my classmates, whose backs all straighten. Stackton’s gaze lands on the worst of my peers. “Ah, Mr. Moriarty. What is your hypothesis?”

James Moriarty stands, flicking pale blond bangs from his eyes, and strides to the front of the classroom. With quick efficiency, his gaze sweeps the naked corpse from head to toe. His narrow nose scrunches, top lip curling back to reveal very sharp canines that never fail to make me shiver. His voice is deep and insufferably assured when he finally says, “One would rightfully assume overindulgence in drink, judging by the smell and vomit still lingering on his chin, but that could have easily hidden his other symptoms.”

Moriarty then moves on to the abdomen, tripping his long fingers just above the body’s pale skin. “Judging by the bloat, his stomach was considerably swollen before death and”—he takes Stackton’s knife, peeling the incision farther apart—“his appendix ruptured. With fair certainty, I would tell this man’s loved ones, if he had any, that he died of untreated appendicitis.”

I bite my tongue to keep from arguing aloud, clenching my pen tight so that I don’t raise my hand.

“All clever deductions,” Stackton says. Moriarty’s smile of pleasure is quickly swiped from his face as the professor continues, “But incorrect. Anyone else?”

Snickers fill the classroom as Moriarty’s face flushes a lovely shade of maroon.

“Professor”—another of my peers raises his hand—“I would like to, for lack of a better word, take a stab.”

A guffaw rips the air from the back of the classroom. Bertram Elmstone has more pomp than a preening peacock. Being the son of an earl would do that to the egos of most men, I suppose. “Don’t kid yourself, Holmes.”

Sherlock Holmes stands without Stackton’s approval and walks slowly toward the table. His dark eyes linger on the man’s hands and feet, tracing up the body’s legs to his knees, and then travel to his gaping mouth.

“Myocardial infarction,” Holmes says without blinking, almost too low for me to hear.

Stackton nods. “Very good. Now, share with your peers how you made such a quick and shrewd deduction?”

Holmes straightens his cravat and plucks the knife from the simmering Moriarty. Using the knife to peel back the skin of the man’s chest, he says, “The heart shows asymmetric left ventricular hypertrophy.” He lifts the man’s arm. “And the scrapes on his knees and hands suggest he’d been crawling around before his death. He keeled over from the pain.”

I can’t sit quietly any longer. My hand rises seemingly of its own accord.

Stackton’s brows narrow. “Yes, Mr. Holland?”

Against all my better judgment, I ask, “Where was the body found?”

Holmes, Moriarty, and every single one of my classmates swivel in my direction. I will the blush rising up my throat to cease.

I’m a blasted fool.

“Why would that be relevant, Mr. Holland?” Stackton demands, voice as sharp as a knife.

“It is entirely relevant.” My own ego threatens to maim me. I push my spectacles farther up the bridge of my nose and take a deep, steadying breath, pitching my voice lower, more manly. “Both Holmes’s and Moriarty’s deductions could be correct, depending on the victim’s whereabouts. Perhaps a substance ingested at a pub caused the victim to have a nervous breakdown, leading to cardiac arrest. The time of death could point to the closing time of most pubs, or brothels. And both Holmes and Moriarty are ignoring an obvious tell.”

The gazes of both men in question sharpen. I really, really should have kept my mouth shut.

“Which is?” Stackton’s voice has lowered. His patience with me is nearing its end.

Now it is my turn to stand. I walk toward the front of the room with my chin high, acutely aware of the fisherman’s cap atop my head, marking me as lower class, and the itchy fuzzy worm stuck to my upper lip, likewise marking me as barely more than pubescent—despite the nineteen years to my name. I take the man’s hand, so cold and firm, and splay his fingers.

“Opiates.” The word is barely a whisper. “Commonly found in pubs and brothels, depending on where our man was found. The blue tingeing his fingernails points to poor blood circulation at the time of a potential overdose. They can also cause vomiting and cardiac arrest. And”—I turn his head toward the classroom, displaying for all the abject horror in the man’s expression—“hallucinations.”

Holmes’s mouth presses into a firm line, and even Moriarty takes a step back, assessing me anew.

“An interesting hypothesis, Mr. Holland,” Professor Stackton allows. “But unlikely. This man was found in a field.”

My classmates chortle, the sound making my skin crawl and itch.

All but Holmes, whose shrewd eyes pierce me. I shiver under the weight of his focus.

The bell tolls in the distance, signaling the end of class, and I’m the first out the door.

I don’t make it far before the force of a battering ram slams into my spine, flinging me against the cold stone wall. My books and glasses clatter to the floor. My pen rolls down the corridor after a shined boot sends it flying.

Bertram Elmstone’s hideous face presses mere inches from my own. “You think a little upstart like yourself would know better than the greatest minds of All Souls?”

I force my shoulders to quiver as I look anywhere but in his eyes. Pleased with my apparent cowing, Bertram straightens and takes a step back. He flicks a disgusted glance at my moth-eaten tweed suit. None of my classmates say a word of reproach, the whole lot of them nothing but nameless faces leering from the shadows of the classroom door.

“Your kind,” he says—poor, of no class, with nothing to their name, he doesn’t add—“do not belong at Oxford.” He raises a knee and slams his heel into the thick lens of my glasses, shattering them. “You do not belong in the All Souls.”

Bertram takes another step back and I immediately duck to collect my things, abandoning the broken remains of my spectacles and hustling away. The barking laughter of my classmates chases me down the corridor. Let them think I flee with shame. Another day, another face, and I might have shown him exactly why I belong here.

Storming into my dormitory on the opposite side of campus, I ignore the cluttered chaos on my roommate’s side of the room and take a long, grounding breath. The moment the door clicks behind me, the fake mustache is peeled away, and the buttons of the corset binding my chest pop open one by one, revealing a figure far fuller than that of my male cohort. My roommate’s schedule memorized, I know I only have thirty-four minutes left to shed the tweed, the pants, and collect a corset of… a different sort. A dress is donned over the flattering—and painful—Victorian corset that emphasizes my figure, my lips painted rouge, white makeup washed away, and lastly, my wig tossed aside to let my hair, a red so dark it’s almost black, tumble down my spine.

With twenty-six minutes left before my roommate finishes his post-class stroll that he takes every day to “clear his mind”—which I’m fairly certain is a cover to smoke from that pipe he tries to hide in his jacket—I move to the window, picking at the iron mullions and watching my classmates rush to their next classes. Another bell tolls in the distance, and their footsteps speed up, quick breaths catching in the air and trailing behind them like a line of smoke. I’ll be late for my class, but it’s better to not risk being seen.

Because none of the students passing below, kicking aside fallen leaves and stumbling over the cobblestones, know that every day I’m masquerading as someone else. That I’m not Isaac Holland.

My name is Irene Adler.







CHAPTER 2

A Mercury Heart

UNLIKE THE TENSION THICK ENOUGH TO CHOKE ON IN THE men’s classes, the Lady Margaret classes are duller than watching rust form. My head cocks to the side. Watching rust form might actually be interesting, as long as the process was sped up. In the margin of my notes, I jot, research rust formations in the Bodleian.

Not exactly riveting, but it could prove crucial to the report I’m supposed to draft for my All Souls chemistry class.

The All Souls competition. A cohort composed of only the most prestigious and brilliant students in England, selected by hand once a decade to compete for the favor of Queen Victoria and to become one of her advisors. Some of the young men—ranging mostly in age from twenty to twenty-six—have been training for this competition since they could first hold a pencil, while others are gifted with a seat simply because their parents were wealthy enough to buy it for them. All must have a faculty sponsor, and mine… well, I hate to admit it, but I’m a bit of both. My grandmother did indeed have to bribe my sponsor, but not because I’m not brilliant or talented enough.

No. She had to bribe my sponsor because I’m a woman.

I am the youngest of the All Souls cohort. Of course, this only makes my face appear even more youthful to my male classmates. Bugger.

A moan echoes down the hallway before a door slams, interrupting Professor Chatham’s monotonous lecture and rattling the classroom’s windows. My classmates titter, whispering about Oxford’s ghosts and demons. Even my friend Geraldine Hayward shivers in her seat beside me.

Mouth quirked to the side, I nudge her gently with my elbow. “Superstitious hen. The sound was obviously from a draft.”

She hisses, “I knew that.”

I chuckle softly and tug gently on one of her golden curls when the professor’s back is turned. “Of course you did.”

I purse my lips, debating topics for Isaac Holland’s reports. Professor Chatham, sensing my wandering mind, queries me. Even half paying attention, I answer correctly, and he begrudgingly moves on to his next victim.

Lady Ermyntrude’s head snaps up from her notes when Chatham’s attention turns to her. “Yes, Professor?”

Chatham repeats the question. “What are the four chambers of the human heart called, Miss Bedford?”

I roll my eyes. The women’s medical classes are so elementary compared to the men’s. Even though we would, ideally, be expected to deal with dead bodies in a medical field post-graduation, the upper echelons of Oxford have deemed our sensitivities “too fragile” to even let us look at a body.

Ermyntrude twirls a cobalt nib pen expertly between her long, elegant fingers. The expensive piece likely costs more than my entire tuition, the pearl-and-gold casing a flagrant display of wealth. Cobalt ink is something likely even Queen Victoria would use only for the most important of signatures.

The lady must be equally annoyed with the easy question, as she—rightly—snaps, “Do you pose such simple questions because you can’t think of anything else to ask, or because you believe I’m daft and can’t handle a true challenge?”

My eyebrows rise as high as my hairline; the girls in the front of the class whisper. I can’t help but admire Ermyntrude’s gall. I wish I could react to the professors with such brassiness. My seat at this college—both of them—is tenuously held at best. While my All Souls grades are flourishing, I can’t be bothered to spend the time on my Lady Margaret studies enough for them to be more than middling.

Ignoring the professor’s indignant sputtering, she continues. “If the former, perhaps you should find another profession. I’m sure that Oxford expects much more of their professors. If the latter”—she leans forward in her seat, ebony mane falling over her shoulder—“I’m sure my father would love to have a chat with you.”

Even from the back of the classroom, I hear Chatham gulp.

Lady Ermyntrude, daughter of the esteemed ninth Duke of Bedford, is decidedly not one to be trifled with.

The chalk in Chatham’s hand clatters to the floor as Ermyntrude stands. She gathers her things, wiping the ink from her quill on a silk handkerchief. “I think the bell has tolled, Professor. This lesson has ended, and it is time for you to dismiss us.”

The bell has done no such thing, but Professor Chatham can only nod, and the rest of us file out the door behind Ermyntrude. She wears a fine silk blouse tucked into a black skirt, accentuating her statuesque figure. Her porcelain skin and elegant coiffure mark her as the finest of gentry, and my classmates know it. They press close to her heels, hoping for her to deign to notice them.

A tug on my sleeve spins me around.

Honeyed eyes look up at me through dark lashes. Geraldine hands me a slip of paper.

“You were late to class,” she says by way of explanation, and shrugs. “I thought you might want to copy my notes. You probably don’t need them, though.…”

She’s right, of course; I don’t need the notes. Nonetheless I say, “Thank you, Gerry.”

“Please,” she says, dimples deepening around her shy smile. “Call me Geraldine here.”

A startled laugh cuts through me. “I hope you’re not actually worried what these girls think.”

“You know how ruthless they can be, Irene,” Geraldine says, tone equally motherly and laced with warning.

I nod and tuck her notes in with my own. “Should we walk to the Bodley together before—”

“Hayward!” Ermyntrude’s sharp voice cuts down the hallway. She gives us both a pensive look, dismissing me quickly in favor of my wealthier friend. “Come along, darling. I need to ask your opinion on something.”

“What the hell does she want?” I ask my friend at the same time she arches a brow and says, “What could Ermyntrude Bedford want with me?”

Ermyntrude waves her forward, turning without waiting for my friend to follow.

It’s an effort not to sneer. “Well, you two do run in the same circles. It was only a matter of time before she—”

“Deigned to acknowledge my existence?” Gerry lifts a shoulder. “I guess I should learn why.”

I watch the two of them go, disappearing around a darkened corner and whispering to each other. My curiosity is truly piqued. Gerry has never mentioned an acquaintance with Ermyntrude, let alone a friendship. The two are of the same social standing, much higher than I as a daughter of one of Oxford’s deans, but my friend has never said a word about the duke’s daughter before. What could have changed since the semester began, not even a month ago?

Anyway, I have other things to worry about.
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Alone, I make my way to the Bodleian before I have to revert back to Isaac’s clothes; I have enough time to do some reading before my next class and would rather not fight with an itchy mustache and wig while I do so.

I prefer the Bodleian to anywhere else on campus. The lighting in the library is perfect, the shelves welcoming, and it’s so blessedly quiet. Before I was accepted to the school, I used to hide in the seldom-used upper levels as a young girl.

I can now go over some alchemical experiments in its abandoned corners without drawing suspicion. Though my mentor had the foresight to book me a second dormitory room in the male wing—easier to sneak in and out of, away from ladies prone to snoop and meddle—I can’t practice my experiments there while my roommate stews in the corner. Any discovery could give me the needed leg up against the lords that already have the money and prestige necessary to catch the queen’s eye. I also have neither the money nor prestige to garner my own laboratory, like many of my All Souls classmates. Rich bastards.

Many of said classmates are perusing the Selden End’s shelves, balancing piles of books to their tables. Some men look up and glare when I enter. Women are only recently allowed to study in the Bodleian, a point of much resentment among the students.

Moriarty, all sharp angles and hateful looks, sneers as I pass his table, leaving no uncertainty to his feelings about me using the sacred study space. He’s surrounded by a handful of our All Souls peers, each vying for his favor much like the ladies do with Ermyntrude.

Smiling to myself, I continue past his table to the stairs. Above, on the first floor, hidden near the theology section, is a small reading room in which I have hidden my experiments.

A mercury heart.

I climb the spiraling metal staircase. A shadow jerks backward, and I nearly collide with the firm chest of Sherlock Holmes.

He recoils, pressing as far away as possible, against the black iron handrail. Exactly the opposite of how men usually behave around me.

“Milady,” he says, sputtering slightly. So unlike the assured, confident, arrogant Sherlock Holmes in class.

I cock my head, smile widening, catlike. “I don’t think anyone has ever called me that before.”

“Would you prefer Irene?” His dark voice lingers over my name.

He knows who I am, and without proper introduction. Whether he says my name to intimidate or impress me, I haven’t the slightest. The corner of his mouth curls upward. His behavior dances between curiosity and trepidation in my presence.

I like it.

“Pardon me, but I don’t think we’ve been properly introduced before.” I dare a step closer, suddenly glad I wore my favorite dark red lipstick, the same color as my hair. He smells of horses and an underlying hint of smoke, and on his thumb is a thick pewter ring. “Would you prefer to be called Sherlock, or simply Lord Holmes?”

A myriad of emotions spread across his face. His eyes widen in surprise, eyebrows rising. His mouth pops open a fraction—to say what? I don’t think even he knows. His nostrils flare, undoubtedly taking in the scent of lemon-and-honey soap that I use to wash my clothes, so far removed from the oak-and-moss soap I’ve squirreled away from my family butler for Isaac’s jackets and the floral scents that are fashionable among the ladies my age. Silence stretches between us for a few heartbeats.

“I do so enjoy our chats,” I joke with an airy laugh. This isn’t the first time we’ve come face-to-face, but it is the first time that I’ve ever spoken to him as Irene. I reach up to pat his cheek gently with my gloved hand. But not before I catch the heat rising in his tan cheeks, and the pair of icy eyes staring daggers at us both over his shoulder.

Moriarty tries to pin me with his gaze. He clenches a quill hard enough to snap the thin wood. His friends, curious about what has drawn his attention, have all turned to stare as well.

Ignoring him and the others, I continue up the stairwell. When I reach my hidden reading nook, my heart trips. The doorway, a single panel of wood without handle or keyhole, is ajar. Perhaps not quite so hidden after all.

A quick look around confirms that I’m alone. Pressing a handkerchief to my nose in case the experiment is no longer contained, I dart into the room.

Chemistry is a meticulous field. Which is exactly why I kept the mercury, sulfuric acid, and potassium in distinctly separate vials before I went to my classes this morning.

The metallic-colored substances and dark liquids stream in narrow, shining lines to pool together in the center of a rapidly disintegrating table.

A table that could catch fire at any moment and burn this entire library down.

I leap into action. Pulling out the assortment of beakers and droppers, I suction up as much of the sulfuric acid as possible and deposit it in a dish. Smoke begins to form, and I pray for my eyesight and lungs to remain intact. The wood of the table groans, the mercury burning a hole through it.

I drop to my knees and whip out my last beaker. The mercury lands in the glass.

A soft sigh of relief escapes my lips. I place the dish on the floor beneath the hole to catch any remnants.

So much for that experiment. The last of my allowance for the month went into those supplies. I could always ask Grandmother for more, or steal some of my brother’s allowance. With a huff, I blow my bangs from my eyes and rescue what remains of my mercury heart ingredients, taking stock of supplies as the cogs in my head begin to whirr.

I’m not nearly as concerned about replacing the experiment as I am with how—and why—it was tampered with in the first place.

Someone, likely one of my fellow All Souls pupils, must have seen Isaac Holland enter the room, either last night or the night before. I thought I’d been sure to cover my tracks. I’ll have to find a new spot to practice my experiments and take extra precautions when making my changes from Isaac to Irene.

Stepping from the nook and making sure the hidden door is shut completely this time, I move to the balcony and survey the Bodleian, searching for suspects.

Other than in class this morning, I’ve been quiet as a dormouse, riding the coattails of my classmates. They couldn’t know that my grades far surpass theirs.

Unless they are mentored by someone with direct access to our grades.

One such young man, Lord Hugo Davies, lingers by the checkout desk, waiting for the Bodley’s librarian to return. He peeks over the counter, reading the list of books checked out by his classmates. Davies, rich enough to garner a seat at Oxford but by no means clever enough to rank in the top. Yet he still managed to swindle a seat in the All Souls competitive class because his uncle is Dean Markham, the Archbishop of York.

There’s Edgar Hayward, Geraldine’s brother. Not direct royalty but his father is a favorite of the queen, as well. Noticing my attention, he flashes me a brilliant smile, which I return in kind. He’s handsome in a classical way and has not a single malicious thought in that beautiful head.

I give him a friendly wave, and his answering smile lights up his entire face. He takes a step toward me, but an unwelcome figure stands, stopping him with a question I cannot hear. Moriarty gives Edgar a not-so-friendly jab in the arm, chortling about something. Edgar nods, replying to whatever he asked, far too polite to brush the younger lord aside.

Then there’s Sebastian Moran, sitting beside Moriarty. Moran peers over his friend’s work while Moriarty talks with Edgar, and dots the answer on his own sheet. No, not clever enough. Especially not when Moriarty sits back down, scratches out the answer with his quill and writes another the moment Moran’s attention is elsewhere. All in a matter of moments before returning to his conversation with Edgar.

Moriarty is no fool by any stretch of the imagination, but I know his concerns are elsewhere. That, and his ego is large enough to never consider Isaac Holland a true threat. Or so I thought before this morning.

As if my gaze burns a hole atop his repulsive head, James Moriarty turns around. His pink lips peel back in an almost feral smirk, revealing pointed incisors and eyes depthless with malice, and winks. The bastard has the audacity to bloody wink at me.

His face has haunted my nightmares for far longer than I’ve attended Oxford. Shivering, I force my gaze away.

Holmes’s dark gaze catches mine. He leans against the railing of the second floor, not the flustered man from only moments ago. He’s watching me to see what I’m going to do next. Either I’m a curiosity or he expects me to reveal the alchemical mishap.

None of my other classmates in the library give me any cause to suspect them. Not the surly Evans fastidiously writing notes in his journal, nor the meek Oliver stacking a pile of thick books on top of his table. None but perhaps my two biggest competitors for the All Souls prize.

I suck in a deep breath. Ever so aware of both men following my every movement, I collect a random book from the shelves and begin a turn around the upper levels of the Bodleian, seeking a new nook for my experiments.

I flip errantly through the pages, thoughts of Holmes and Moriarty tumbling through my mind like Alice down her rabbit hole. If Holmes really is the one who ruined my experiment, then he must know, or have a hint toward Isaac’s true identity.

I click my tongue, refuting the possibility. My ruse couldn’t possibly be up already. We’re not even a month into the term.

The narrow hallways are dark, sconces low to minimize light damage to the ancient texts kept here. A low, hollow moan echoes through the lines of shelves. They say that the ghost of a widow still wanders the stacks, searching for the husband she lost at war. She will attack any veteran she finds, furious that he is not the soldier she’s looking for.

A superstition, obviously, but sometimes I find ledgers and lists pulled randomly from shelves detailing the men lost at sea and in battle.

Another soft moan trails my steps, prickling my arms with goose bumps. When I reach the upper reading room, it is blessedly devoid of students, but also much colder. My breath fogs before my face in warm tendrils. I turn, peering around the dimly lit room for the chill’s source, rubbing my arms brusquely.

I’m kicking myself for not wearing a heavier shawl when a slight breeze teases my hair. It seems to whisper my name. I spin around, tiptoeing deeper into the reading room. My heels click on the floor as I walk between rows of wooden tables toward the history section. There’s the breeze again, tickling my nose.

And with it, impossible to miss, comes the coppery stench of blood.

I jerk to a halt.

Slowly, carefully, I lean down, taking off my shoes and setting them on a table. My footsteps are near silent as I continue toward the history section. I hold my breath as I pass through the reading room, more to avoid the smell than from fear. The breeze is much stronger in here, the call of autumn’s last songbirds and the church’s teatime toll leading me to the far corner of the room.

I gasp and jerk backward, my hand shooting to cover my mouth. Despite the staggering amount of bodies I’ve seen compared to most ladies of my station, this one still takes my breath away.

His body hangs halfway out the open window, one arm draped above his head, the other on the sill. Blood drips from his fingers, pooling on the floor.

I swivel around. There’s not a single other soul in the room. The light from the open window turns amber as the sun begins its descent beyond Oxford, filling the room completely. Leaving nowhere to hide.

Moving closer, I recognize the body’s face, once so obnoxious and now filled with abject horror.

Bertram Elmstone’s mouth gapes open, pale eyes popped wide, and his throat open with a crescent-moon slice. Blood pours from the gaping wound. There’s another wound on the bleeding hand, a cut deep enough to reach the bone.

And, above the smell of blood, there’s the undeniable stench of scorched flesh. Curiosity begs me to examine Bertram’s body further, but common sense wins out. I would disturb the scene of the crime, and anyone could walk into the room at any moment.

Now, what would a lady do when stumbling upon a body?

I return to the reading room and grab my shoes, then walk into the history room once more. After returning the shoes to my feet and checking my dress for any blood, I open my mouth.

And I scream.







CHAPTER 3

Charles’s Law

THERE IS NO LAUGHTER IN CLASS. NO RUMBLING CHORTLES or breathy guffaws. There’s only the scratching of pens.

I grip my pen hard, gritting my teeth until my jaw begins to ache. The noise reminds me of the mice in my father’s walls. Grating and incessant. My All Souls classmates are bent over their desks, hurriedly taking notes before Professor Ruminton erases the board again. Holmes, sitting in front of me, is the only one who doesn’t bother. He gives the board a mere cursory glance before gazing out the window.

Either his memory is astounding or he’s just as distracted as I am.

Or both.

My mind drifts again to being relentlessly questioned by Scotland Yard. The lies had come easily to me, and so had my own questions.

“Who would do such a thing?” I faux sob into the handkerchief handed to me by the nearest officer.

My mother would have applauded my performance.

The officer reaches out as though to rub my back consolingly but stops himself, hand lingering above my shoulder. “That’s what we are trying to find out, miss.”

He is young, much younger than the rest of the officers and perhaps only a year or two my senior. His hair is a vibrant blond, his skin pale, and his eyes red-rimmed, all signs of a night-shift officer. I return the handkerchief, and his hand shakes as he grabs it. The initials J.H.W. were sewn with royal-purple thread in the corner.

I had thought he, the youngest, would be the easiest to beguile into revealing answers to me, but I obviously underestimated him. I tuck this tidbit into my growing satchel of secrets.

“Can you tell me the circumstances of discovering the body?” He replaces the handkerchief with a notepad.

The other officers crowd the normally vacant history section, searching for answers in all the wrong places. My respect for the Yard drops substantially when one knocks over a chair and tries to surreptitiously put it back, and another nudges the corpse with his knee while leaning to look out the window.

Hiding my annoyance with some pitiful sniffling, I reply, “I needed an escape from the crowded Selden End. Hardly anyone comes to the reading room on the top floor because of the stories.”

“What stories?”

“Of the ghosts.” I pitch my voice low. “There are rumors that a maid, after being romanced and promptly discarded by a viscount, flung herself from that exact window.” I nod in the direction of the body still being examined by the officers. “Her ghost is said to roam the top floor, still searching for the lord in question.”

“And these… stories didn’t deter you from exploring the floor?” He coughs. His eyes crinkle slightly in the corners. To him, I am nothing but a superstitious girl. Exactly the character I intended to portray.

“Well, that’s all they are. Stories.” I flash the officer my loveliest smile. “Wouldn’t you agree, Officer…?”

His pale cheeks flush. “Oh, I’m no officer. Not yet. I’m just getting in my hours of training and grunt work.” The smile he offers me, though forced, is kind. “You can call me John.”

“There are a lot of Johns in the force, I’m sure.”

“Ah, but there’s no other John Watson.” His smile falters. “Not anymore.”

I want to ask more, but don’t. The lad looks beaten down enough as it is.

“I’m relieved that they allow ladies to study here,” he says, surprising me by the turn in conversation.

My mouth pops open. “Oh?”

“They’re quite… prickly… about who they admit to Oxford,” John continues without looking at me, scribbling more notes down on his pad. “I applied once.”

And didn’t get in, he doesn’t need to say. Because I know all too well how the upper echelons of Oxford stick their noses up at the lower class.

I snort in a definitely unladylike fashion. “Prickly seems to be an apt description of the deans. What did you want to study?”

John opens his mouth, then closes it again, pen hovering over the notepad as he taps the top of his nib pen against the worn paper. Finally, in a voice so low only I can hear, he admits, “I wanted to be a doctor. But my father thought the dream was too lofty. He said I would better serve society in the Yard.” He shakes his head, lips pinching. “I never stood a chance of being accepted into a school like this anyway.”

“Is your father an officer?” The question bursts from my lips before I can stop it, remembering his earlier words too late.

“He was.” He brusquely tucks the notes away in his back packet. His movements are rough and jerky. “He passed recently, actually.”

I should give him my condolence, or offer comfort somehow. An honorable lady would. Instead, I am struck speechless, and somehow I know that he wouldn’t want to be consoled or coddled in front of his colleagues.

So I whisper, “I know the pain of losing a loved one. Take comfort in the knowledge that your father must have been so proud of you.”

Another officer taps him on the shoulder, and John readily takes the excuse to leave. With an apologetic smile at me, he joins his fellows crowding around the body. They peel back the man’s shirt, and some take a step back. The men go deathly silent, but my sight is blocked from whatever stole their breath.

The deans are called to the Bodleian for questioning. They all glare in my general direction but otherwise ignore me. They still resent being forced to accept women into their ranks. Perhaps they’ll find some way to blame the murder on the influx of women in the school.

Murder. The thought jars me. I look again to Bertram’s body. There’s no denying that he was a pompous ass, but if I went around slitting the throats of every insufferable man at Oxford—tempting though the thought may be—there’d be no one left by the end of a fortnight.

Speaking of insufferable men, the worst of the bunch arrives in the doorway of the reading room. Moriarty easily talks his way past the officers, moving to stand beside his father. Dean Richard Moriarty’s chest puffs up with pride at his son’s appearance, despite the dead body in the room, and he claps the young man on the back.

James Moriarty nods in my direction, but the dean only scowls. He will deal with me later.

I sniff, still the shocked and heartbroken student to everyone else around me, and turn away. John Watson leaves his fellow officers and walks to the doorway. He says something, leaning over to whisper in a student’s ear.

Gone are the dress and fake tears. Cloaked in the disguise of Isaac again, I stare now at the back of that student’s head, silently willing him to reveal what Watson said to him.

Sensing my attention, Holmes turns but my gaze has already moved on to the board above his head. I squint as if struggling to translate Professor Ruminton’s illegible handwriting. Though the writing is nearly unreadable to the point of being another language, the formula isn’t. Chemistry, easily my strongest subject, comes to me as effortlessly as breathing.

“It’s Charles’s Law.”

It takes me a moment to realize that Holmes is talking to me. I blink, returning my attention to him. I’m painfully aware of the way his eyes linger on my lips. If I didn’t have Isaac’s fake nose and mustache, I would be flattered. But I do, and I can’t help but wonder if Irene’s—my—lips are somehow memorable.

“Yes, I know what Charles’s Law is,” I say, struggling, and failing, not to sound snippy.

Holmes’s dark brows pull down into a heavy frown. “It looked like you were struggling to read the board.”

“Thanks. I was. My glasses are missing.” Not missing. Just broken beyond repair beneath the late Elmstone’s heel. Whispering, I add, “I was frowning because the notes seem superfluous.”

“I couldn’t agree more.” He chuckles, turning back around. I notice a scar on the back of his neck, like an upside-down V.

I tap the end of my pen on the paper. “Do you think he hides the equations between the unnecessary verbiage on purpose?”

Grinning now, he whispers, “You’re not so common as our classmates believe.”

“There is nothing common in this world.” I jot down Ruminton’s latest note.

Holmes turns sharply to face me. I shake my head and ignore him. What a bizarre interaction.

Professor Ruminton makes sure to close out the class with a few kind words about Bertram. My classmate’s absence is keenly felt. I never thought I’d miss his tactless remarks or near-constant bullying, but I would rather hear him insult Isaac’s ill-fitting suits again than to remember the gaping maw of his slit throat. A shiver steals up my spine.

“The deans have agreed with Scotland Yard that, until the murderer of our fine young Master Elmstone is apprehended, there is a need to limit foot traffic in and out of Oxford. Students, staff, and faculty are the only ones allowed on campus. Do not linger in the halls. Go straight to the classes from your dormitories, the lecture halls, and refectory. Walk in groups no smaller than three, whenever possible. You may be questioned at any time, so be sure to state your class year, faculty sponsor, and dormitory.”

“The Ripper has Oxford looking like a prison,” Moriarty announces. His associates all chuckle.

“The Ripper?” Holmes turns in his seat to face Moriarty. “The murderer has a nickname? Wouldn’t that imply that he’s killed more than once?”

“Maybe not yet,” Moriarty allows. “But your kind should be next.”

The skin beneath Holmes’s nails suddenly pales as he grips the wood hard enough to make the chair groan. The bell tolls in the distance. I’m rising to pack my bag when the classroom door swings wide, revealing three men wearing familiar high-collared, blue-and-black greatcoats. One face is now also familiar to me.

When John Watson surveys the sitting class, Holmes straightens, chin rising as a wordless exchange passes between them. I’m not the only one to notice, either.

Moriarty leans back in his seat, crossing his arms, icy eyes dancing between Holmes and Watson.

The officers assess us, squinting long enough to make us all squirm, until Professor Ruminton finally coughs.

“Can I help you gentlemen?” he asks.

The officers ignore him, continuing to survey the class, before one announces, “Which of you is Isaac Holland?”

Isaac’s timid expression is hardly a mask as everyone in the classroom turns to look at me. Holmes’s gaze is only the second heaviest fixed to me, as the officer who spoke ushers me to the door.

A barked command stops us all from going into the hallway.

“Don’t let the little weasel off easily.” One of my classmates stands. Lord Jude Wilson, a tall, pinch-faced son of an earl and friend of Bertram. He’d never deigned to acknowledge my presence before, as either Isaac or Irene, but the venom with which he beholds me drips like poison down my veins.

“He was the last one to speak with Bertram,” another classmate, Avery Williams, pipes up, making me grind my teeth.

“Do not”—Jude Wilson points to each officer, then slowly raises his finger toward my face, which must be as white as a sheet—“let him go. Those gutter rats infect our school like the plague. Every year, they come, chittering in our walls. Their dirty claws ruining our streets.”

My nostrils flare, everything in me screaming to stare him down. Good sense wins out, and I turn my gaze to the floor.

His next words are like the lash of a whip on the back of my neck. “A rat can hang from the gallows just the same as anyone else.”

“Justice is in the hands of the law and God now,” says the elderly officer before peeling from the room.

My gaze meets Holmes’s as Watson and the other officer usher me through the door. His black eyes are completely blank.

Wordlessly, I follow the trio of officers down the corridor to an empty classroom. The cold stone walls seem to close in around us, the only light in the room the fading amber of sconces gasping for life on the walls beside the chalkboard. The eldest of the trio indicates for me to take the seat behind the front desk.

“I am Inspector Gregson.” I look up into the wizened face of a much-too-old-for-this-sort-of-work man. He leans down, grimacing as his hips protest, to make his face level with mine.

“I’m not going to mince words.” His pale eyes watch my every reaction. “We have it under good authority that, as one of your classmates proclaimed, you were the last to speak to Bertram Elmstone.”

Watson steps forward. “What do you say to their claims that you had an altercation with the young lord?”

A myriad of words dance on the tip of my tongue. What would Isaac do? I—Irene—would demand the presence of a solicitor and her guardian. But Isaac? He has no one to protect him, left speechless and absolutely petrified.

I stammer. “Not in the library, sir. He shoved me in—”

“The corridor. Yes, we heard.” Inspector Gregson straightens.

My shoulders curl forward as if in response. “I don’t see what this has to do with his death. I haven’t been to the Bodleian since Feast Day.”

“Is that when you lost these?” Gregson reaches into his pocket and pulls out my broken spectacles. The glass has been removed from the silver frames and the temples are bent at ungodly angles. “They were found on the top floor of the Bodley.”

The air leaves my lungs in a great whoosh. Those had fallen off my face when Bertram slammed into me in the corridor. If I admit they’re mine, it will only open the doors for further questioning. They will dig deeper, seeking any excuse to throw a lowborn lad like Isaac Holland into prison instead of one of their precious lords. I can’t afford to be taken into the station for further questioning. They will find out who I truly am, which is a fate arguably worse than a prison cell.

The cell my father would make for me would make prison look heavenly by comparison.

“Those aren’t mine, sir.”

“No?” Gregson’s eyes bore into mine. “That’s not what your classmates say.”

I would tell him that none of Isaac’s classmates have ever paid enough attention to recognize his glasses, let alone the color of his eyes. But Isaac can only repeat, “Those aren’t mine.”

The other two men shift behind their superior. With an impatient edge to his voice, Gregson asks, “Where were you between the hours of eleven and two yesterday?”

I expect they already checked Isaac’s schedule and discerned that he has no classes during that time. It’s an effort to not raise my chin and instead keep it pressed close to my chest. “Studying in my dormitory.”

The inspector’s next question is immediate. “You must know we will be asking your roommate to confirm this?”

My answer comes just as quickly. “He wasn’t there.”

One of the younger officers pipes up. “Is there anyone who can confirm your whereabouts?”

“No one.” I press my lips together, fake mustache tickling my chin. If I don’t say anything more, they will take me in for further questioning, and there’s no way my disguise will hold up in front of a hundred officers. “If you want to take me away, it will be a waste of all our time. You’ll find no record of crime in my file, nor family and friends to question. I am nothing but a poor, humble student seeking a degree. Murder would get me nowhere but a fetid prison cell.”

Gregson opens his mouth, then snaps it shut again. His gaze dances about my face. A drop of sweat slides slowly down the back of my neck. He turns to the other two officers and gives them a curt nod. Both march down the corridor without further direction, leaving me with the inspector.

“If I have further questions, then”—his icy eyes linger on the spot below my right eye, where my birthmark should be covered with pale makeup—“I know where to find you.”

I sag into my seat when he leaves after his fellow officers. My heart pounds so hard it threatens to rip a hole in my chest. The echo of their thudding footsteps fading down the corridor will haunt me for a long time.

Not only was my secret so nearly undone but now I know that my movements will be watched with even more scrutiny.

Because someone is trying to frame me for the murder of Bertram Elmstone.







CHAPTER 4

A Moriarty by Any Other Name

ON THE LADY MARGARET SIDE OF CAMPUS, THE LADIES ARE all atitter about the murder, and I can’t blame them. They whisper amongst one another while we wait for the professor to arrive. Some are louder than others, but no whispers are loud enough to drown out the roar of my thoughts. Not until the duke’s daughter speaks.

“My father almost didn’t let me attend class today,” Ermyntrude announces, sashaying into class. She carries one of those fashionable fans from France, waving it in front of her face despite the steady autumn chill filling Oxford’s halls. “Bertram was a cousin of mine. What if the madman who murdered him has it out for our family? I could be next!”

The ladies gasp. I shake my head and return to my notes. Though not outside the realm of possibility, the idea is a bit far-fetched. Elmstone was a distant cousin, at best. The movement catches Ermyntrude’s attention.

“Irene, you were the one who found poor Bertie’s body, correct?” She zeroes in on me, her dark eyes piercing. The other ladies in the class turn, faces ranging from curiosity to distaste, and whisper amongst one another. She doesn’t refer to me as lady for a reason, after all.

I allow a curt nod. Today seems to be the day for irritating interactions. “Correct.”

The whispering heightens.

She leans forward in her seat. “What was it like?”

I hesitate, warring between giving in to her morbid curiosity and casually dismissing her. It would be better, I think, to have her as an ally than an enemy. And perhaps her curiosity is a blessing in disguise. I lean forward, grinning wickedly, and whisper, “Just as horrid as you’d imagine.”

Now all the girls are leaning in, surrounding the two of us. All except Geraldine, whose skin has taken on the pale green tinge of one about to toss up their breakfast.

Swallowing, I continue. “The smell was ghastly, and a chill hung in the air.” My eyes widen for effect, and my voice pitches lower. “And I could have sworn I felt another presence there, like his ghost still lingered in the room, begging me to catch his murderer.”

One lady’s cheeks pale. “That’s impossible.”

“Who’s to say?” I shrug, turning back to my notes. “His ghost could have been pointing at the murderer waiting behind me before I screamed.”

“Have you no respect for the dead, Miss Adler?” Professor Stackton’s voice is like the crack of a whip. He stomps into the classroom and slams a stack of books on the desk. “The coroner has just ruled Lord Elmstone’s death a suicide, so the mass hysteria overtaking you all must immediately cease.”

Impossible. There’s no way Bertram Elmstone could have inflicted those wounds upon himself. Of course, I am one of only three students able to argue that fact. Moriarty, Holmes, and myself.

There’s no body on the table this time. They would never let the students dissect Bertram’s body to prove otherwise.

Stackton’s following lecture falls on deaf ears. I don’t deny the overwhelming relief that soars through me, with the red circle of suspicion around Isaac’s head erased, but what could have scared the deans enough to take part in this charade? Dean Moriarty also knows personally that I’m no fool; he’ll come to me sooner rather than later to demand I comply with the secrecy and lies. I lean back, twirling my pen. Perhaps I could use this to my advantage.

“That was quite a show,” Geraldine murmurs, matching my steps down the wide corridor. “I had no idea you were so prone to theatrics.”

A startled laugh escapes me. “You’ve told me to take up opera on more than one occasion.”

“For your voice, silly.” She nudges me.

A tall shadow steps around the corner in front of us. We leap backward, my heart jammed in my throat. The lady who crossed our path laughs as if our fear is the funniest thing in the world.

With wide, innocent eyes, Ermyntrude asks, “Did I frighten you two?”

Obviously.

Geraldine hooks an arm through mine. A silent warning to refrain from biting the lady’s head off.

Straightening the cuffs of my sleeves, I reply a tad too sharply, “I’m still a bit jumpy after finding the body.”

“Why were you even up on that floor anyway?” Ermyntrude squints at me, eyes like black jewels in the hallway’s dim light. “We don’t have any history classes this term.”

I answer honestly. “It’s the quietest place in the Bodleian for that very reason. There are no history classes offered for any section this term.”

Ermyntrude’s lips pinch, like my words are a tart lemon.

Geraldine’s eyes are lovely and wide. “I’m so sorry you had to be the one to find him, Irene.”

Ermyntrude frowns, glancing between us. “What did your brother have to say about it?”

It takes me a moment before realizing that she is speaking to me, not Geraldine. My heart stills. “What?”

“What did James say about Bertram’s death?” Ermyntrude takes a step forward.

My palms are suddenly clammy.

Enemies and murderers are nothing when you’re the half sister of the narcissistic sociopath James Moriarty.
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