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          Chapter One

        

      

    

    
      Dust ran through his fingers. Fine, dark. It blew away on the predawn wind, every trace of the moisture it once carried already gone. Blood. It was blood. Deer blood.

      A grand stag, the creature had been. Its size prodigious, its antler rack impressive. Now very little of it was left—even the bones were collapsing, the body in a highly advanced state of decay.

      Across the small clearing where he was crouched, he heard the caw of a crow. Nowhere could he escape those damned birds. Ireland, Virginia, Georgia, Colorado, they were everywhere.

      “You disapprove?” he sneered and dusted the desiccated vitae from his hands. “Then perhaps you should not have banished me to this hell.”

      The bird cocked its head, its beady eyes baleful and blank at the same time. He laughed at himself for reading anything into this, letting his mind wander back to other times, better times.

      “You are not they,” he said, chuckling. “No longer can the Morrigan can take flight in this world. The humans banished you in turn, did they not?” He looked back down at the carcass in front of him. It should not have fallen apart so quickly. This curse of his was getting worse. It took all his willpower to contain it now, and even then, it leaked. Blood from a wound. Light from a star. He had barely had time to read the signs before the stag’s organs had failed, the augury fading, the prophecy they carried almost lost.

      Divination, interpreting the death throes of the animal to discern what the future might hold.

      He should never have been reduced to this.

      Well, he had trusted others to handle his problems, and look where that had landed him. What was it the Americans said around here? “If you want a job done right, you have to do it yourself.” No more mistakes. No more misplaced trust.

      Beyond the edge of the clearing, footsteps.

      Only one man would dare approach him here.

      “What is it, Lukas?” he asked softly.

      “I’m thinkin’ it was a fine animal. Would have made a grand meal.”

      He snorted, turning away from his divinations for a moment to consider his number two man. Always subservient, this one, hunched in on himself, wary. But then, that wasn’t a terrible thing, considering what Lukas was. Subduing his kind was a challenge, but a necessary one. These Laignech Fáelad were tough, mean, and most importantly, partially immune to his…problematic nature. “You and the lads have supplies enough. This animal served a higher purpose than base digestion.”

      “Did the stag tell you what you wanted to know?”

      The impertinence of it. “Yes. All my preparations are complete. Every stone set in motion has rolled to its proper position. At last.”

      “You sure?”

      “The signs are unwavering. But what about you, Lukas? What does your nose tell you?”

      “Whole world smells like dying leaves and fading days, boss. Can’t smell destiny through that.”

      “Of course we can. Autumn. An auspicious time. The right time. The veil thins. It must be now.”

      “It won’t be so easy gettin’ there, boss. Storms’ve been comin’ early this year. The mountains ain’t our friends.”

      “Nothing in this damned land is, my friend. Ancient and wild this place was once, and it shall be so again. You will see. There are other forces at work here.” And he reached out, almost gentle, for the stag’s skull. Its rack was still attached. Five points. What a lovely beast. It had been almost a shame to kill it. But then, all died in the end. All came to its end. “You take the lads on, as agreed. I shall meet up with you later.”

      “But the mountains⁠—”

      “Do not worry about the mountains. I shall bring them to heel,” he said, and watched the skull crack apart, crumbling in his palm. “All that is will be brought low. Of that, you can be sure.”

      “The boys’ll be mighty glad of something to do,” Lukas said carefully. “We’ll go, just like you said.”

      “Do that,” he said, and regarded his man. Not quite human, and not quite not. Caught between two worlds. But then, weren’t they all? “Grab the one with power. I know you and Diego can smell it. Make no mistakes, Lukas. We cannot afford it.”

      “Yes, boss.”

      “I was not always like this, Lukas, and once we reach our goal, I shall be whole again. Then, nothing the humans build will save them. Then, we shall remind them of the old ways.”

      Lukas nodded his head and replaced his hat, slipping off back into the forest, back to the camp, back to the men.

      The man who was not a man at all watched his lieutenant go.

      This was not as it had been. Once, he had commanded legions. Possessed the powers of the storm and the flood, the ending of all things. Now, he had only a ragtag gang of outlaws at his disposal and his connection to his powers was broken, uncertain and unreliable. But he had waited centuries for this opportunity, prodding events, shaping choices, pulling on the threads of fate. All for this. If he did not take advantage of it here, now, right now, there was no telling when he would have another chance.

      Too much was changing in this grubby human world. This time was an inflection point, a moment of history where the old ways were dying, but not yet dead. The way home might be lost forever, if he did not take the path now.

      He could wait no longer.

      The crow, still clinging to its branch, cawed at him again, and then hopped lightly into the air, winging away into the twilight. He watched it go, transfixed, his mind remembering that final battlefield.

      He snapped off one of the antlers, chewing on it thoughtfully even as it crumbled to nothing in his mouth, and looked east. From this vantage point, perched on the crest of a foothill, he could see the lights of civilization far below.

      Destiny beckoned.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter Two

        

      

    

    
      Smoke billowed out across the platform, enveloping Charlotte Roseingrave. Thick and gritty, dark and unpleasant, it stirred old, unwelcome fears.

      It was just a locomotive, she told herself as unease gripped her. Nothing to worry about at all. She was anxious about the deadline she was under back at the workshop. Concerned about the shipment she was here to retrieve. Nothing unnatural about it. Nothing.

      Except there was.

      There always was.

      On the edge of the platform. On the edge of her vision.

      Somebody watching her.

      A man. Pale hair, pale face. Dressed in the latest fashion, sack coat the color of a winter storm, silk waistcoat underneath as bright as spring leaves. But it was the eyes, his eyes, that chilled her. Brilliant, piercing skin and bones, gazing into her very⁠—

      “Miss Roseingrave?”

      Charlotte almost jumped out of her skin. It was a man who had spoken, but not the one who had emerged from the smoke. No, this man was dressed in the simple, rough uniform of the porters who worked here at Union Station, loading and unloading cargo.

      “Yes?” she asked, pulling herself together.

      “We’re ready to open the boxcar now.” The porter pointed. “Although as I said before, you and your sister don’t need bother your pretty selves with this dirty business.”

      Charlotte looked back at where she had seen the figure. The smoke was clearing now, the train’s boiler finally spooling down. The people were now beginning to disembark from the passenger cars, up the way. The man, or whatever he was, was gone.

      A figment of your imagination, she told herself, a trick of the light.

      She didn’t believe it.

      She never did.

      Charlotte smoothed down her black wool skirt, making the tools on her chatelaine tinkle like wind chimes. “This is the West, sir,” she told the porter. “Everything out here is a dirty business.”

      “Then let’s get this over with,” he sighed, and waved her on to follow him.

      They’d already had a long argument with the head of Union Station’s cargo supervisor, Charlotte and her sister had. That man had made it quite clear he didn’t appreciate a pair of women mucking about in his business. But as Charlotte had told him, she didn’t appreciate her shipments going missing. It had already happened twice this month and Mr. Dunn down at the opera house was getting twitchy about it.

      “Who would you rather deal with,” Charlotte had finally asked the supervisor after a half hour or arguing, “me, a seamstress, or Mr. Tabor himself?”

      Mr. Tabor was the richest man in the state, behind Mr. Barton. And as fond as he was of his opera house, he was as likely to come down to Union Station to argue over a crate of dry goods as he was to fly. But dropping his name had had the desired effect. It had gotten her what she wanted—access to the boxcar—but certainly no warmth. Charlotte didn’t need any of Mama’s old tricks to tell that the porters did not want her here.

      Celeste was already down there, laughing and joking with a few more of the porters as they waited for approval to open the boxcar doors. She had the goods manifest in hand. Charlotte envied her sister and the ease she had with people; of the two of them, only Celeste had inherited their mother’s outgoing personality.

      Or maybe, Charlotte thought in her more uncharitable moments, it was just that Celeste had not inherited the family curse. As the eldest daughter, it was Charlotte’s burden to bear alone.

      “Sister!” Celeste called as Charlotte walked up. “Did you satisfy your curiosity about the rest of the train?”

      Instead of answering her little sister, Charlotte held out her hand for the manifest. Celeste gave her a smile, not entirely false, and handed it over. Charlotte made a little show of looking it over. She had memorized the shipment’s contents prior to coming down here, but sometimes, one had to put on a performance. Mama had taught them that.

      “It looks like we have eleven crates altogether,” Charlotte said, and held up the manifest for the porters to see, tapping the correct spot with a gloved finger. “Do you not agree?”

      Most of them nodded. The youngest, barely fourteen, looked abashed. “I can’t read, ma’am,” he mumbled.

      “We’re teachin’ him,” the most senior porter said quickly, jumping in front of any disapproval either woman could voice. “He’s my nephew. But he never did have much patience for school.”

      “You should learn,” Celeste said encouragingly. “Mrs. Hardesty over on 11th Street runs a free night school for boys your age. She could teach you.”

      The boy smiled. Charlotte looked back down at the manifest. Eleven crates, two of which were replacements for goods already gone missing. “I do hope everything is here,” she told the head porter.

      “So do I, ma’am,” he replied, and pulled out a fresh plug of tobacco to chew on.
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        * * *

      

      The crates came out, one by one. Charlotte had specified that the lids be opened. Again, Mr. Tabor’s name proved effective; she doubted her request alone would have gotten it done. Grunting and straining, the porters did as she asked, allowing her to review the contents before carrying the things over to the waiting wagon.

      Celeste grew bored with the whole process after the third crate and retreated to the side again, chatting with the head porter. Charlotte tried to ignore it.

      In truth, she worried about her sister’s behavior incessantly. Twenty-one to Charlotte’s twenty-four years, Celeste had always been the baby of the family, coddled by their mother. At least, that was how it had felt to Charlotte.

      Celeste seemed to have no sense of danger at all, as if through willpower alone, she could prevent harm from ever coming to her. It had been annoying when they were children, but it had become a little more serious when Celeste had discovered that men found her attractive.

      Back east, men behaved themselves, but out here in the West, everyone was quite forward. And why wouldn’t they be?

      Celeste and Charlotte had both inherited their mother’s red hair, her delicate facial structure, her height and her slender build. But where Charlotte’s hair was dark and smooth, Celeste’s was an almost flaming orange with a curl that could not be brushed out. Where Charlotte attempted to downplay her appearance, Celeste accentuated it.

      Back east, they would have been pretty girls, nothing exceptional. Out west, they were rare beauties, and Celeste exploited that to the fullest.

      Out of habit and boredom, Charlotte believed, more than any real need or interest. It bothered her. They had honest, straightforward work now. There was no need to stoop to using any of Mama’s old tricks to⁠—

      Something heavy hit the wagon.

      “Last crate, ma’am,” the head porter announced.

      Charlotte double-checked her list, then glanced back over the wagon. “That is crate number ten.”

      “I understand that, ma’am.”

      “There are supposed to be eleven.”

      He smiled at her, patronizing. “To be fair, Miss Roseingrave, the shipping manifest only lists items, not the exact shipping arrangements.”

      “Our New York City supplier uses a standard-size crate,” Charlotte said, “that fits exactly twelve of these fifteen-yard bolts. Therefore, the math dictates that for a shipment of one hundred and twenty-five bolts, we have eleven crates, not ten.”

      “Maybe the thicknesses are different.”

      “And maybe you have neglected to pull my final crate out of the boxcar,” Charlotte said, irritated now, and stepped forward. “I want to see inside.”

      The head porter got between her and the boxcar. “I wouldn’t want you to snag your pretty dress in such a rough place, ma’am.”

      “Let me through.”

      “That ain’t the arrangement.”

      “The arrangement was for me to observe the off-loading of all crates. We are missing one.”

      “Ma’am, if you were a man and calling me a liar⁠—”

      But before anything truly stupid could happen, the tension was broken by a cry from Celeste. All eyes snapped to her.

      She was bent over now, supporting herself with one hand, leaning hard on another pile of boxes being unloaded from the next car over. One of the porters made to help her, but she waved him away.

      “A terrible thing has happened here,” Celeste said, voice wavering.

      Several of the porters exchanged uncomfortable looks.

      “What’s she talking about?” the head porter asked Charlotte.

      Blast it, Charlotte thought, and didn’t even need to fake her sigh. Of course her sister would resort to this.

      “What’s going on?” the head porter asked.

      Affecting a shake in her limbs, Celeste pulled herself back up straight, one hand stretching dramatically out in front of her. “They speak to me, the unsettled spirits of this city. There is one, very new to all of this, who says he met his end recently in… Oh, it’s horrible!” And she sobbed again, almost collapsing to the ground.

      Charlotte rushed over to her, catching her before she fell. “Celeste, this is not necessary. It’s⁠—”

      “No, I know, sister. But every soul had a story, and this one met such a bad end.” Celeste was actually crying now. She pretended to make a valiant effort to pull back the tears. “He wants his story… no, he wants his murderer to be known.” She looked around. The men around them were transfixed, rooted to the spot. It was quite a crowd now. Their entire team, along with a dozen others who had been unloading nearby cars, were gathering around. Out of fear or morbid interest, Charlotte didn’t know. Usually, it was a combination of both. “I see…cards. Yes, cards, and poker chips. And a smell, strong and nasty. It burns the nose. Like raw chemicals, like⁠—”

      “Like liquor?” one of the men asked.

      “Yes, I suppose. I don’t know,” Celeste said, and closed her eyes again, giving another little cry. “Last Friday! A man, tumbled after a game gone wrong. He says…he says his killer was… Ah, it’s too terrible.”

      The head porter looked around at his men, nervous and angry and very much on edge. “There are no murderers here!”

      Celeste shook her head, one delicately gloved hand against her temple. She was the very picture of some swooning heroine from a Harper’s Weekly story.

      “It is not you, Mr. Henry,” she said. “They say you are a fine husband, a good provider for your wife and three children. But your men, perhaps… It is never clear when the spirits speak… Ahh, but they show me… I see a marquee, a huge painted sign with a horse…”

      “The White Mustang Tavern?” one of the men blurted out.

      “Ahh, you know it!” Celeste said and looked at the one who had spoken. She had blue eyes, huge beneath long eyelashes, and she fixed those on him now. He started quaking. “Perhaps it is you they speak of.”

      “There are no criminals here,” the head porter insisted again, less sure now.

      “There are,” Celeste insisted, voice trembling now. She was shaking. “They watch us, you know. They know all our secrets. If only I could understand them now, we might know who killed poor Michael Roderick down on Fourteenth Street last Friday.”

      A crate hit the platform.

      Charlotte looked at the two men who had just brought it out of the train.

      “We ain’t criminals,” one of them said.

      Celeste nodded and took a deep, shuddering breath. Then she made quite the show of collapsing down onto a box. “I lost the connection,” she said, and tried to smile. Her face was wet. “I suppose we will never know who killed that poor man.” And then she started sobbing in earnest.

      “Put that on the wagon, would you?” Charlotte asked the head porter, pulling Celeste to her feet. The sooner this farce stopped, the better.

      The head porter, looking quite irate now, barked a few orders. The crowd that had gathered around them dispersed. The men who had brought out the final crate carried it off to the wagon, crossing themselves and muttering about ghosts. All retreated down to other, safer cars. The two sisters were left alone at the end of the platform.

      Celeste grinned at Charlotte, tears still hot on her cheeks.

      “Dirty thieving bastards,” she commented.

      “I should slap you for talking like that,” Charlotte snapped back, and offered her sister a handkerchief. “And now look at this. You’ve gotten my dress all wet.”

      “You wanted the goods, we got the goods,” Celeste replied smugly, wiping her eyes. She was quite good at forcing tears; her pale freckled face was flushed red from the effort. “Or was your plan to simply argue them into submission?”

      “My plan was to stick to the facts, not charlatanism.”

      “And look how well that was working out for us,” Celeste said as they headed to the wagon. “Emotion, Charlotte, not logic. That’s how one gets through to people who do not wish to listen.”

      Charlotte sighed. “How did you know about the dead man?”

      “Men die here all the time.”

      “This particular dead man?”

      “You need to keep up with the city gossip,” Celeste said, and circled around to the front of the wagon. The oxen team was waiting patiently. She clambered up into the driver’s seat, offering Charlotte a hand up. “Denver is awash in such stories.”

      “You don’t help our reputations,” Charlotte said, and climbed up next to her sister, retrieving the driving reins. “Behaving like this.”

      “Our reputations are already set,” Celeste said, cross now. “Everyone knows who we are. The daughters of the great Madame Aine, trance medium extraordinaire, world-famous Spiritualist. Why shouldn’t I use that to get what we need?”

      “Mr. Dunn won’t be happy when he hears about this,” Charlotte said.

      “Mr. Dunn isn’t happy with anything,” Celeste retorted. “I’m sure he’ll be displeased that we’ve finally solved the theft problem, because now he can’t complain about it.”

      Charlotte actually smiled at that. “We still shouldn’t do things like that.”

      “You know it only works because people want to believe in it,” Celeste replied, somewhat smug. “Isn’t that what Mama always said? Give the people what they want?”

      I’ve never wanted it, Charlotte almost said, thinking about the figure watching her on the platform. To her little sister, the whole thing was a grand, hilarious game.

      But Charlotte knew. There was nothing hilarious about this at all.

      “People are fools,” Charlotte told her sister and flicked the reins. The obliging ox team trundled off, into the dusty Denver streets.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter Three

        

      

    

    
      “I say, young man, might you help a poor traveler out?”

      “You talk funny, mister. Where you from?”

      “I’m from England,” Thomas Leighton told the boy he had just stopped, smiling. “London, if you can believe that. And I must confess, I am having a hard time understanding this board.”

      Thomas indicated the schedule board in front of him. It graced the wall between the inside hall and the outside platforms here at Denver’s Union Station. It was of the latest style, the moveable letters spelling out line names and timetables still a brilliant, fresh white. The building had only been completed a year or two before, judging by the dedication plaque he’d seen in the entrance hall. A simple collection of plain stonework and curved brick, it wouldn’t have held a candle to even Grand Central Station back in New York City.

      Below it, the wall was plastered with less official things; flyers for public lectures, announcements, offers of horses or goods for sale, wanted posters, featuring criminals. One of them stood out quite prominently. Eli Horn, wanted for horse thievery and murder. A five-hundred-dollar reward. Substantial, he’d thought.

      The boy nodded at him. “Sure, mister. What do you need to know?”

      “What any of these train lines are. I’ve looked all around the station, but I cannot seem to find anything to help me decipher which of these comes from the town of Leadville. Do you know it?”

      “Leadville? Ain’t ever been there myself,” the boy said, but pointed. “That’s the one you’re lookin’ for, mister. The Denver, South Park, and Pacific Railroad.”

      Thomas found the correct entry on the board. His glasses were horribly smudged, he realized, and pulled them off, cleaning them with his handkerchief. “Did I see the time right? The train gets in at half past six tonight?”

      “Yessir. It’s normally quite prompt.”

      “Are you sure of that?”

      The boy nodded. “Of course. I work here,” he said proudly. “With my uncle.”

      Thomas looked up at the board again, considering. The last telegraph from his patron, four days ago in Chicago, had said they would meet at Union Station when Thomas’s train got in on the sixteenth of October.

      But it was only three o’clock now.

      The boy looked at him expectantly, and Thomas sighed. “I was to meet somebody here. A Mr. Lane Barton. He said he was concluding some business in Leadville first. I don’t suppose you⁠—”

      “Mr. Barton!” the boy exclaimed. “He’s famous, what with his mines and silver and all. He lives up on Capitol Hill in a fine ol’ mansion. You ever been to Capitol Hill?”

      Thomas smiled despite himself. “No, I haven’t.”

      “Well, you should see it! It’s a grand place!”

      Thomas considered his options. Waiting around Denver’s Union Station, or even exploring the town a little, was not an unwelcome prospect. Perhaps he could even find a place to sit down, get a bite to eat, and get back to work on his current translation project. But he had luggage to consider, important luggage, that Mr. Barton would no doubt want secure and safe, and who knew if this place could supply that? “I do have a few crates of goods for Mr. Barton that I should like to see delivered as soon as possible. You said his house is known?”

      “Well known, sir. We move a lot of goods for him. Oysters and coffee and whatnot.”

      “Is there a way I can send my luggage on to his house while I wait for him here?”

      The boy nodded. “My uncle can help you with that, sir.” And he gestured. “C’mon, he’s working out on the platform now.”
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        * * *

      

      The boy’s uncle, it turned out, was the head porter, in charge of unloading the very train Thomas had come in on. The man was big with rough hands and a sunburned face but shook Thomas’s hand warmly enough.

      “Anything for Mr. Barton,” he said.

      The cargo area of the train depot was organized, it seemed, crates and boxes moving about with that industrious efficiency that Thomas had come to associate with Americans. There was a great deal of chatter amongst the porters, swapping jokes with each other or good-natured insults with drivers working on loading up their wagons. Horses stomped their feet and ox teams lowed. It was, Thomas thought, a well-run place.

      “And this is mine?” Thomas asked as they walked up to a small group of crates clustered all together. They were four feet by four feet to a side and came up to his waist. By this point in their journey, they were covered in shipping stamps. It had taken him several months and not a small amount of effort to pull these tomes together.

      “It’s all here,” the head porter said defensively.

      “I wasn’t questioning your integrity, but things do get lost in transit.”

      “What, you want to accuse me of theft, too? This is an honest outfit.”

      “I never said it wasn’t,” Thomas said, a little surprised at the man’s defensiveness. “And it would be a foolish thing to steal anyway.”

      “What do you mean?” the porter asked.

      Thomas rapped on the top of one of the crates. “Books, my good man. Books. Old books, at that. Not much use out here on the frontier, I suspect.”

      “What kind of books?” the boy asked.

      “All kinds,” he said. “Mr. Barton had a rather eclectic list he wanted filled. Some of these are quite rare.”

      “Rare books gettin’ shipped to our town,” the head porter said, shaking his head. “Times are a-changin’.”

      “Indeed,” Thomas said, and his eye settled on one of the crates. “There’s a spot of water here. Might I open it and check for damage?”

      The head porter crossed his arms. “I prefer not to open cargo out here.”

      “If something has happened in transit…”

      “You’re as bad as that Roseingrave woman,” he grumbled.

      And at that name, Thomas’s ears perked up. “Roseingrave? As in, the medium?”

      “Yes, that’s the one! She can see spirits!” the boy said.

      “Hush,” the head porter told his nephew. “It’s bad enough she was talkin’ to you ’bout school when there’s work to be done, but that little show she put on here⁠—”

      “But Uncle, somebody really did die last Friday!”

      “Somebody dies here every Friday. There ain’t nuthin’ remarkable ’bout that at all.”

      Thomas looked at his crates again, considering.

      “Your nephew mentioned that I might be able to have this delivered to Mr. Barton’s address without trouble?” he asked.

      “We’ll put it on Mr. Barton’s tab,” the porter said. “We have an arrangement with him.”

      “I certainly hope so,” he said. “Mr. Barton would be quite cross if he did not receive this shipment.”

      “Anything for Mr. Barton,” the head porter said seriously.

      They were obliged to wait a few more minutes while Thomas’s luggage was loaded and secured to his exacting expectations. He tried to offer the head porter a little something for his trouble, but the man waved it away.

      The boy, on the other hand, was waiting by Thomas’s side, gaze both expectant and hopeful.

      Thomas smiled and handed a quarter to the boy, who wrapped a grubby hand around it with a look of surprised reverence. It was probably too much to have paid the boy, but Mr. Barton had provided Thomas a substantial stipend for the journey, and here at its end, it only seemed fair.

      “Thank you for your assistance, young man. Now, if you can do me another favor, there’ll be another of those for you.”

      “What’s that?”

      “Show me where I can find Mrs. Roseingrave.”
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        * * *

      

      It had been a long week’s journey from New York City, but even that was something of a marvel. Once, in the not-too-distant past, it would have taken a man months to hack his way across the North American continent. Now, thanks to an ever-expanding rail system, the trip took mere days.

      Traveling across America had been quite the experience. The fine cities of the East Coast, while not comparable to London, held a sort of modern charm, stuffed to the gills with every new innovation and idea the Americans could come up with.

      As Thomas had moved west, however, the cities grew smaller, less cultured. He had spent a few days in St. Louis; the gateway to the frontier, some people called it. He had found the place utterly lacking in charm and had passed the time reviewing his reference material and sending a few final letters from the hotel.

      Denver, on the other hand, was a city with dreams of grandeur, he thought as they passed back through Union Station. He hadn’t expected anything like this. Open prairie and raw wilderness, he’d thought, judging off some of the travelogues he’d read. To see something this urbane out here in the middle of the American West was jarring.

      The edges of the map were being drawn in. “And we shall all be the poorer for it,” he muttered to himself as they passed out into the streets.

      “Beggin’ your pardon, sir?” the boy asked.

      “Nothing,” Thomas replied. “Just thinking out loud.”

      The boy nodded. “What brings you out to Denver, sir?”

      “Research,” Thomas told him.

      “Whaddaya research?”

      “Psychical phenomena,” Thomas replied, and at the boy’s questioning look, he clarified. “Ghosts, spirits, supernatural happenings.”

      “There’s a job for that?”

      “I don’t suppose you’ve ever heard of the Academy for Psychical Inquiry?”

      “You work for an academy? You must be awful smart, mister.”

      Thomas sighed. Anything more about all that and he was going to start lying to this boy, and that didn’t seem fair. Curiosity deserved to be rewarded, not manipulated. That was the Holzworths’ position, the position of the Academy itself, and despite Thomas’s recent disagreements with the Academy’s illustrious founders, he still wholeheartedly agreed with the philosophy.

      “It’s a group in England seeking to bring a little scientific rigor to the world of Spiritualism,” he told the boy. “They look at mediums, performances, things like that.”

      The boy smiled, finally catching on. “That’s why you want to see the Roseingraves!” he exclaimed and launched into a story about one of Mrs. Roseingrave’s daughters, just today, meeting a dead man on the train platform.

      Thomas listened with half an ear, distracted by his own thoughts but still trying to pick out the details from the boy’s account. There was truth everywhere—as Mrs. Holzworth always said—but personal reports usually told you more about the observer’s biases than anything else.

      Denver proper turned out to be as surprising as its station. Stone and brick edifices rose tall and proud along its downtown streets, with more buildings under construction. Women in fine silk dresses promenaded down the sidewalks, carrying bags and baskets and towing small children along behind. The dusty streets were clogged with traffic, wagons and horses and cattle. Men in rough plains shirts and leather chaps rose past brightly painted buggies. Signage hung everywhere the Americans could shove it, and many of these were advertisements. It was chaotic, messy, lacking in any greater design. Nevertheless, the place had a kind of earnestness to it, big and bold and shameless. Thomas took it all in, a little amazed. Not what he had expected at all.

      But soon enough, they were nearing what appeared to be a grand opera house, worthy of any city in Europe and flanked by a small cluster of outbuildings. One of these appeared to be a stable, the others workshops.

      What was Madame Aine Roseingrave doing in a place like this? Perhaps working on some kind of case or collaborating on a performance—she gave few public demonstrations, and Thomas had never heard of a séance delivered in an opera house, but this was America. Who knew what they might get up to here?

      There was sawing and hammering going on here, horses whinnying and oxen lowing and all the sounds of industry one might expect.

      “Are you sure Mrs. Roseingrave is here?”

      The boy nodded. “They came to pick up fabric for Mr. Dunn. He’s the manager here, you know.”

      “Fabric?”

      “Fabric, all shiny-like.”

      Seamstress work, then. Very strange. But if that was the answer, that was the answer, so Thomas offered the boy another quarter to wait for him and headed to the building with the SEWING ROOMS sign hanging above the main double door.

      Inside, he could hear two women quarreling.

      Thomas took stock of himself before knocking. He was a bit of a mess. He had brought his secretary bag with him, sending his own steamer trunk on with the rest of the luggage to Mr. Barton’s house. The thing was stuffed to bursting. His suit was badly wrinkled from the train ride, and he was certain he needed to wash his face from the smoke.

      Still, this was possibly the only chance he would have to speak to Mrs. Roseingrave prior to Mr. Barton inserting himself into the situation, and as Mrs. Holzworth always said, it was best practice to question people separately.

      Gathering himself, he knocked.

      The arguing inside stopped.

      The door jerked open.

      Standing there was a slim woman with flaming red hair and fine features, her pale skin heavily freckled and her eyes a glittering blue. Her black wool dress was trimmed with purple. Half mourning? He wondered who might have died.

      “May I help you?” she asked cautiously.

      “I am told that I can find the Roseingrave family here,” Thomas replied, considering her. She bore a strong resemblance to the descriptions he had heard of Mrs. Roseingrave’s daughters. They were mentioned on occasion in articles about Madame Aine. Borderlands especially was interested in the family. Thomas supposed this daughter was Celeste, the younger sister who was said to assist her mother in séances these days.

      “And who told you that, Mister…”

      “Oh, Leighton. Thomas Leighton,” he said, and took off his hat, tucking it under his arm. A shock of dark hair flopped down over his forehead, loosed from its pomade. “I was looking for Madame Aine.”

      “Her name was Anna Roseingrave,” another woman said, so like the first that they could have only been sisters. Unlike her sister, though, her dress was pure black. The only color on her at all was a silver chatelaine of fine Celtic design at her waist. Her hair was darker and her blue eyes more burdened. Charlotte, he guessed, the elder sister who served as her mother’s publicist and performance manager. “Madame Aine was her stage name.”

      “Yes, of course. I meant no disrespect. I have been corresponding with her, and our mutual benefactor Mr. Barton, these last months, and I have been very eager to meet with her.”

      The sisters exchanged a look. “I don’t remember her mentioning a Mr. Leighton,” the second one said.

      “Well, here, I have her last letter,” he said, fumbling for his bag. Despite the overstuffed nature of the thing, he located the paper easily enough and handed it over. The first sister, the one in purple, grabbed for it.

      “This is Mama’s handwriting,” she mused, reviewing it. “You’re an investigator? With the British Academy for Psychical Inquiry?”

      Thomas shifted his bag around, feeling a little guilty now. “I prefer the term ‘researcher,’ actually. Some of, er, my overzealous colleagues have made ‘investigator’ synonymous with ‘debunker.’”

      “No wonder there,” the sister in all black said. “I can’t imagine they’d ever find anything real.”

      She was elbowed by the one in purple trim. “Charlotte!”

      “What, should I lie to him, Celeste?” The elder sister shook her head. “I am sorry for your trouble, coming all this way from England, but whatever our mother promised you, she cannot provide it.”

      “And why is that?” he asked.

      “Our mother’s dead, Mr. Leighton.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter Four

        

      

    

    
      The pronouncement hit Thomas hard. An ocean crossed, thousands of miles traveled, and this was the result? He frowned, looking back and forth between the two women. “I don’t understand.”

      “Her health had been declining for some time,” the younger Miss Roseingrave said sadly. “Her heart finally gave out a few weeks after we arrived here.”

      “She was looking forward to a stay out in Glenwood Springs,” the elder sister added. “We never got there.”

      “I cannot believe this,” Thomas said. “I got her last correspondence only a few days before I departed England, and I have been in contact with Mr. Barton since then, via telegraph. He said nothing of this either.”

      “Mama didn’t say anything to us about taking on a commission with Mr. Barton,” the elder sister said. “And I would know. I handled all her bookings.”

      “So I’ve been told,” Thomas replied. He glanced at the flame-haired younger sister. She was reading the letter again with obvious care.

      “It’s most likely related to his son,” the younger sister told the elder. “Remember when he went missing? Even you couldn’t have missed that local gossip.”

      The older sister just looked irritated now. “Is there anything we can do for you, Mr. Leighton? Perhaps directions to her grave, or something equally morbid? Lord knows we’ve had plenty of strange requests from the local Spiritualist community.”

      “There’s a Spiritualist community out here?”

      “Spiritualists are everywhere. Mama wouldn’t have come this way if there wasn’t money in it.” The elder Miss Roseingrave sighed. “Mr. Leighton, I do apologize for all your trouble, but since our mother is no longer with us, I do not see what⁠—”

      “Perhaps the two of you could help,” Thomas interrupted. The younger Miss Roseingrave seemed to perk up. The elder frowned. “Your mother has, er, had, the best accuracy rate of any medium in North America, surpassing even the famed Mrs. Piper from Boston, whom the Academy has⁠—”

      “Why would the Academy be interested in Mama?” the younger sister asked, interrupting. “I’ve heard that they refuse to study any medium who charges for his or her work.”

      Thomas hesitated. “I do not believe that a medium charging for her services is an indication of fraud.”

      “All working mediums are frauds, Mr. Leighton,” the elder sister said. “Including our mother.”

      “Charlotte!” the younger snapped.

      The elder looked exasperated. “What, am I to protect Mama’s reputation even now?”

      “Even that would be fine information to capture,” Thomas said quickly, sensing the argument that was coming. “I do not believe there is a single account of a medium, or a medium’s assistant, revealing the tricks employed by the profession. I know Madame Aine’s methods were⁠—”

      “Her name was Anna Roseingrave,” the elder sister said firmly.

      Thomas had assisted in many investigations over the past few years, as a fellow with the Academy, but never had he encountered anything like this. It was strange. “We had an arrangement, your mother and me. She had agreed upon a fee for⁠—”

      The elder sister bristled. “We are not for sale, sir.”

      “I’m not implying that you are, nor your mother. Mr. Barton had something he wished her to examine for him.”

      “His dead son,” the younger sister mused.

      “I am glad Mama never had the chance to exploit his grief,” the elder sister said, and went over to the door, opening it. “Now, if you please Mr. Leighton, we are quite busy here today.”

      He looked around the workroom, the shelves stuffed with bolts of fabric of all colors and description, along with a great deal of other things. Seamstress work did not pay very well and was quite grueling to boot. Still, he sensed a great deal of pride in these two and had no wish to offend them further. He took the elder Miss Roseingrave’s not-so-subtle hint and replaced his hat, stepping outside.

      “I am to stay here in Denver for the foreseeable future,” he said, unwilling to leave without a fight. “I have other business here in the Colorado area, so⁠—”

      “Like what?” the younger sister asked.

      “A survey of the local folklore,” he said. “Such things are my primary interest, you see.”

      “I have no doubt you’ll hear many interesting stories,” the younger sister said. “Miners are a superstitious lot.”

      “Good day to you,” the elder sister added.

      The door slammed shut behind him.

      What a strange encounter.

      Outside, the boy from the train station was waiting for him. Thomas was glad to see him; in truth, he wasn’t quite sure what to do with himself next.

      “Did you get the answers you needed, sir?” the boy asked.

      “Not quite yet, my boy,” Thomas said, making a decision, and pulled out two quarters. One he handed over, the other he held up in reserve. “Now, can you show me where I might find a bite to eat while I wait for the mountain line to get in? Nothing too expensive or boisterous, if you please, and close to the station if possible.”

      Eyes wide at the sight of the coin, the boy nodded.
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        * * *

      

      That place turned out to be a hotel facing onto the main square in front of Union Station that served what the boy insisted was fine food. Thomas ordered a steak and an ale—there seemed to be plenty of both out here in this part of the country, and while the beer was poor, the beef was excellent.

      In between bites, Thomas looked back over the translation he was currently working on. Ogham script, a meticulous copy of a rubbing he had taken on his last sojourn through Ireland. It had no bearing on the present situation, but it gave him something to focus on. Thomas had come too far, risked too much, to find Anna Roseingrave dead and have her daughter slam the door in his face. What would Mr. Barton say when he⁠—

      “Beggin’ your pardon, sir, but she was inquiring about you over at the station.”

      Thomas looked up from his notebooks, still chewing, to see a steel-haired woman of perhaps fifty standing there. She was the sort of woman he’d seen all over in America: proud, forthright, with the thick wrists and simple dress of one used to working with her hands. She was also frowning, as if she already disapproved of him.

      “Mr. Leighton, I presume?” she asked. “I’m Mrs. Coulton. Mr. Barton is my employer.”

      “Yes, yes, of course,” he said, wiping his mouth and standing up. “How good to meet you.”

      “I got your package up at the house and realized that something must have been mixed up. Mr. Barton believed you were coming in tomorrow, not today.”

      “Ah,” Thomas said. So that was why Mr. Barton, or some proxy, had not been at the station. “I apologize for the inconvenience.”

      Mrs. Coulton sighed a little and looked at the boy. “You can run along now.”

      Thomas held out another quarter. The boy grabbed it, eyes wide, and bobbing his head, ran out of the hotel.

      Mrs. Coulton stared after him, lip curled. “You shouldn’t do that,” she said. “His family’s as likely to spend that money on drink as they are on anything else. If he doesn’t get robbed for it, or get you robbed later.”

      Thomas thought about London, where yes, such things were extremely common. Perhaps they were common here, too, but there was a different feel to things here. “Why shouldn’t I tip a young man who’s doing an honest day’s work?”

      She sniffed. “Well, I suppose being generous is no vice. But I do have the buggy here, if you would accompany me up to the house.”

      Thomas nodded and gathered up his notebooks, almost knocking his beer over in his haste. “Of course, Mrs. Coulton, lead away, please.”

      “You can finish your food, if you’d like,” she told him, slightly bemused.

      “Nonsense,” he said, and swept the books back into his satchel. “I wouldn’t dream of keeping a lady waiting.”
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        * * *

      

      The buggy waiting for him out front was as fine a model as he had ever seen. Its team of chestnuts was perfectly matched, every surface of the buggy polished, the leather seats well-padded and soft. He was about to inquire where the driver was when Mrs. Coulton began unhitching the team from the post.

      “Something wrong?” she asked.

      Thomas shook himself. “Back home, women typically don’t drive carriages.”

      “Needs must,” she told him, and pulled herself up into the seat.

      Only hesitating a moment more, he followed.

      Mrs. Coulton must have needed to drive the buggy often, because she handled it expertly. The streets of Denver were broad, dusty, and very busy, but she guided them through it with a light touch and easy commands.

      “What did you send to my house?” Mrs. Coulton asked as she drove.

      “Books,” Thomas replied. “Your employer put in quite a large order from London. I agreed to chaperone them.”

      “More books,” Mrs. Coulton sighed. Her face had disappeared under a broad quilted bonnet, practical, not fashionable. The sun, Thomas could feel, was quite harsh here. “Why must there be more books? More books, more nonsense. Some of it is borderline heretical, if you ask me.”

      She was terribly free with her opinions for a servant, Thomas thought, but didn’t say it. “Some might say that one man’s heresy is another man’s truth,” he said. “Just ask the Catholics.”

      Mrs. Coulton shook her head and flicked the reins, but he thought he saw a smile in the shadow of her bonnet. “You and Mr. Barton are going to get along famously,” she told him.

      Denver was a young city, only a decade or two old, but it was flush with wealth rolling down out of the mountains to the west. The silver boom had created an entire generation of new-money millionaires here, and Thomas was fascinated by the streets around them.

      Passing through the small downtown, they were obliged to navigate around the foundations of what, Mrs. Coulton assured him, would someday be the grandest statehouse west of the Mississippi. The Americans seemed to take a great deal of pride in their public buildings, emulating the classical styles of Greece and Rome in some deliberate invocation of that fabled democratic past.

      But there was still aristocracy here, of a kind, and Thomas soon found himself in it.

      The neighborhood south of the half-finished capitol building was fine indeed. Stone and wood mansions in the latest style stood proudly above the road. Finally, they stopped at a grand place of red stone and intricately carved wood.

      Mrs. Coulton walked him briskly through the house. It was of the latest design, with well-appointed rooms flowing into each other. Thomas commented on the craftsmanship several times, to which she just shrugged.

      There was a set of rooms near the back of the house with the doors closed. Mrs. Coulton made no attempt to show him what was in those. The kitchen, perhaps, he thought, and then she was leading him up the stairs.

      “And these will be your rooms, while you’re staying with us,” Mrs. Coulton said finally, gesturing at a door about halfway down the main hall. “You’re welcome to wash up or change or whatever you’d like. Mr. Barton will be in around seven o’clock.”

      “Of course,” Thomas said, looking around. His nose was stinging now, dry and uncomfortable. “I’m looking forward to meeting him.” He brought up a handkerchief to his upper lip and saw blood come away.

      “Nosebleeds are common here, especially if you come by train and don’t take the long way across the prairie by wagon,” Mrs. Coulton said, but offered no other comment on it.

      Thomas balled up the handkerchief. “I should like to unload the books I brought him.”

      “The library’s on the main floor, all the way to the back of the house,” she replied.

      So that was what was behind those closed doors. “You don’t hold with your employer’s interests, do you?”

      “My employer can do whatever he likes,” she replied. “It’s his money.”

      This was certainly not the kind of servant Thomas was used to dealing with. “Well, I shall get everything ready for him, if that is alright with you.”

      She shook her head. “Supper will be ready at half past eight. I trust that will give you both enough time to review the new…reading material.”

      “Quite,” he agreed.

      But then the woman was gone again.

      Strange creature, Thomas thought, and looked to his steamer trunk, brought up here earlier by some unseen staff. It would be a good thing to change his suit; after days on the train, he could practically feel the soot in his coat. It would need a thorough brushing later.

      Books first. Then he could figure out what to do about this mess with the Roseingrave sisters.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter Five

        

      

    

    
      “Do you have any idea how much Mr. Barton was offering Mama to do that séance?” Celeste was seated on the room’s only chair, her current sewing project spread out in front of her on top of the barrel that they used as a table. “Any idea at all?”

      Charlotte rubbed her forehead. This was the last thing she wanted to talk to her sister about. “Eight hundred dollars. What difference does it make?”

      “What difference would that not make?”

      Charlotte ignored the question, instead turning another page in her old storybook. The pages were brittle with age, yellowed and stained, and yet somehow, the images were still as bright as they had ever been.

      The book had been a gift from her grandmother, some family heirloom brought to America from the west of Ireland, written in the old language. “Wise stories from the old country,” Grandmother used to say when she’d read them to the girls, stories about the Fir Bolg and Fomorians and Tuatha Dé Danann, who had fled to the hills and dwindled, becoming all manner of faery folk. Gods and monsters and heroes.

      Some of the stories, like those of Cú Chulainn, used to make Charlotte laugh. Others, like the Children of Lir, made her weep. But whoever had written them down here had written them down all wrong, because these were different than the versions Charlotte had read about in newer translations.

      Still, she often found herself reading it after a brush with the things she didn’t want to see. There was comfort here; she could still hear Grandmother's voice reading the words to her, never translating the Gaelic to English, and there was one specific story she sought out often, the one she sought now.

      “You’re counting money we don’t have, Celeste,” Charlotte said. “We’re not doing it.”

      “You don’t have to do anything,” Celeste said. “But I could⁠—”

      “What?” Charlotte asked, interrupting. She turned another page. Why didn’t the thing have a proper chapter listing? “Lie to him? About his missing son?”

      “Missing but presumed dead,” Celeste countered. “And Mr. Barton must think him dead if he was reaching out to Mama.”

      Charlotte held her tongue. She knew exactly why Mr. Barton had reached out to their mother. Or, at least, she knew enough of it to know she wanted nothing to do with it. “You’re wasting oil, Celeste. Put out that lamp. We should go to bed.”

      “You’re reading,” her sister threw back. “Why don’t you stop?”

      It was a fair point. Not that Charlotte was going to concede that to her sister. She looked up from her book, glancing around at their cramped little apartment.

      It wasn’t much, just a small room on the upper floor of the opera’s workhouse with a bed, an old woodburning stove, and their little barrel table, scrounged from the streets. Perhaps these spaces had been meant as something else originally, but they made fine little apartments.

      A few other women lived up here on the same floor in other rooms, like Miss Rachel Westinghouse at the end of the hall, a native New Yorker who had come west for her fiancé only to find out after she arrived that he had run off with another woman, or Mrs. Sarah Dresden, who had two small children and never spoke about her past.

      They had a small communal kitchen on the main floor and took turns with baths, and Mr. Dunn, the manager here, didn’t charge them rent as long as they kept working. It was as pleasant a place as an unmarried woman could find on the frontier.

      But it was tight.

      In the weeks after Mama had died, Charlotte and Celeste had sold as much as they could bear to. Some things, like Mama’s clothes, had been difficult to part with. Other things, like her steamer trunk full of tricks, should have been easy to discard. And yet, the sisters had fought over that thing bitterly. Celeste had eventually won the argument. Mostly because she had started weeping when Charlotte had pressed her on it. There wasn’t much in there that had value to anyone else out here anyway, Charlotte had figured, but it did make the space in their already cramped room even more cramped.

      “Does Mr. Dunn know you took materials from the workroom for your own personal project?” Charlotte asked.

      Celeste huffed and shook out the skirt she was working on. “I took a wool remnant from last year’s performance of The Doctor of Alcantara. Nobody cares about it.”

      “Do you think he won’t fire us if he finds out?”

      “He’d likely just fire me,” Celeste said, “but then, what would it matter? I’d have a patented new riding skirt to profit from. Imagine that, Charlotte, my pattern in The Delineator! ‘We offer today the new Roseingrave skirt, a simple yet elegant style for any woman finding herself employed on horseback in the West.’ Wouldn’t that be grand?”

      “What do you know about horses?” Charlotte sighed, still leafing through the book. The thing had opened to the book’s account of Cath Maighe Tuireadh, a bloody and violent tale she had no stomach for today.

      “I know that riding sidesaddle is a fool’s mission out here, and current styles don’t permit anything astride,” Celeste shot back.

      “Any woman who needs to ride astride wears trousers,” Charlotte replied absently, pausing. The illustration on this page looked familiar, but the story wasn’t.

      Her younger sister set her work aside, clearly frustrated. “Eight hundred dollars, Charlotte! With another four hundred upon successfully contacting the spirits!”

      “Nobody pays a medium twelve hundred dollars for their services.”

      “Mr. Barton is rich, and he wants to know what happened to his son,” Celeste said. “And that is simple enough to guess. He is dead. He died of natural causes, was killed by some wild animal, or truly was murdered by another prospector. That’s why they’ve never found the body. Men would roll it off a cliff or bury it and a bear would eat him.”

      “That’s positively morbid, Celeste.”

      “What I mean is that whatever happened, the body won’t likely be found, so who could prove me wrong?” Celeste stood up, hands animated, pacing. “Twelve hundred dollars, Charlotte. Imagine what we could do with twelve hundred dollars. We could establish ourselves in San Francisco. I could find myself a nice respectable gentleman to marry, and you could open a dress shop or mope about or whatever it is that would make you happy.”

      “We can’t, Celeste. Not like this.”

      “Why not?”

      Charlotte hesitated, fingers pausing. Celeste had always been so flippant, never taking their mother’s work as anything more than a game. Celeste had never had to deal with the fallout, the consequences, the reality of it all.

      “Charlotte?” Celeste was right next to her now, sitting on Mama’s old steamer trunk. “Why can’t we take this job on?”

      Charlotte sighed and tried to lay the book aside, but Celeste laid a hand on it before she could.

      “Maybe I should ask him,” she said, and tapped the illustration on the left-hand page. “Surely he wouldn’t like to see us starving.”

      Charlotte looked down and closed her eyes. Blast it. She’d found the page she was looking for. “Celeste…”

      Celeste cupped a hand around her mouth. “Mr. Faery, do you suppose you might help us with a séance?”

      Jerking the book away, Charlotte glanced down at the story. It was a simple tale, near the end of the book, consisting of no more than a single page with the illustration opposite. A simple, fanciful thing, as all the stories of the fair folk were, about a lord who abducted a chieftain’s wife and in recompense, sent one of his warriors to watch over her baby daughter, the warrior bound by oath to watch over her and all of her kin, until the stars burned out.

      One of Grandmother's favorite stories, that one.

      “Our family’s story," Grandmother had always told her. “Your story.”

      The wife in the story had seen the faery lord first; she’d had the Sight, the ability to see into Tir na nAill, Sight that was granted to the daughter left behind and all firstborn daughters to follow. At least, that was the story.

      Charlotte had never believed it. Birthright? More like a curse.

      “Stop that,” Charlotte snapped.

      “Why? Do you think he might show up?” Celeste smiled at her, something hard and angry in her eyes. “Maybe he could tell me how you knew about the twelve hundred dollars.”

      Cold washed through Charlotte as she realized her mistake. She had been so distracted, she hadn’t even thought about what she was saying. Celeste had been leading her on. “I saw the letter Mr. Leighton handed you,” she offered quickly.

      “No, you didn’t,” Celeste snapped back. “You’re lying. I can tell, because you were never any good at it.” There was fury in her little sister’s eyes now. “Mr. Barton came to you, didn’t he? You, who handled all of Mama’s bookings. He came to you first! And don’t lie to me about this!”

      Blast it. “Fine. Yes, we spoke.”

      “And you didn’t think to mention this to me?”

      “Mama was dead, Celeste!”

      “I can do this!” Celeste yelled. “Why are we grubbing for pennies, working for that horrid Mr. Dunn in this horrid place, when we could be using what Mama taught us instead? Why didn’t you tell me?!”

      There were a dozen things Charlotte could have said to that, but giving voice to any of them would have been even more of a disaster.

      Instead, she grabbed her shawl and stormed out of the room.
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        * * *

      

      The night was cold outside. Winter was on its way, and here on the high plains, the air seldom held on to daytime warmth. The shawl Charlotte had grabbed was not quite enough to block out the chill.

      She wrapped herself up tighter, hugging the shawl to herself, and breathed out. Little clouds formed in front of her mouth. Charlotte wandered a little way away from the workshop’s back door, away from where her sister might look for her first. Anger warred with guilt in her breast.

      Mr. Leighton had not been wrong. Mama had had an excellent accuracy rate, but Mama’s séance performances were just that. Performances. Both Charlotte and Celeste knew every one of her tricks.

      Fake hands, ghostly silk shawls, sticks hidden under one’s skirt that allowed a medium to make a table dance or create ominous thumps from beneath the floorboards. Leading questions. Vague statements. A carefully cultivated aura of mystery, a fine stage presence. One did not need to speak to spirits to discern what a séance’s attendees wanted to see, and then, it was just a matter of giving it to them. The tricks of the trade were legion, and effective, and the worst part was that nobody seemed to mind. Even the most ardent Spiritualists would admit that the pageantry of the séance, the uncertainty, was part of the appeal.

      That was Mama’s business.

      And yet, Charlotte knew that it was not parlor tricks or insightful comments that people wanted.

      No, it was the times—the very rare few times—when things weren’t faked that had earned Mama the reputation she enjoyed.

      But for every object that appeared without explanation, every automatic drawing that accurately showed some hidden family secret, there were horrors. That séance in Cincinnati where the shades of the dead, lost when a paddle wheeler sank, showed up at the house, dripping and burbling water as they pawed at the guests, causing several women to faint from shock. The time in St. Louis when their client, Mr. Trent, suffered a heart attack after that…that thing summoned up from the basement shoved a hand through the man’s chest. The famous incident back in 1875, the one that had earned Mama her reputation, where every object in the drawing room had levitated three feet in the air before crashing down again, injuring the client’s twelve-year-old son and destroying several priceless family antiques.

      Mama had the Sight. Charlotte knew this was true. Mama had been Grandmother’s eldest daughter, only daughter. And there were too many things that had happened in their lives that could not be explained any other way. And yet, Charlotte had never spoken to her mother about it. Not since that one time, that only time, the week after Grandmother died. When Charlotte had learned just how dangerous the spirits could be.

      Back then, Mama had promised Charlotte that no harm would ever come to her again, that nothing would touch her, that Mama’s work wouldn’t be a problem for her.

      How could it not be, Charlotte thought again, now, bitter. The only way to truly keep out all the horror was to never engage with it in the first place. To even play at séance was to risk sanity and safety and soul.

      “It’s a cold night for such cold thoughts. You’d best go back inside, lass.”

      She froze.

      It was a man’s voice, soft but laced with warning.

      “Who speaks?” she demanded, jerking around, trying to find the source of the voice. The chatelaine still on her waist jingled its soft, silvery notes. “Who are you?”

      “It’s not safe.”

      Nobody. There was nobody there. The alley was empty. Charlotte pulled her shawl tightly around her shoulders, ice in her veins. The worst thing she could do was answer, she knew, and she touched the little crucifix she wore under the collar of her dress. Yes, ignoring that voice was⁠—

      But then she saw the door.

      The workshop door, closed and latched carefully behind her, was yawning open wide.

      Heart suddenly hammering in her chest, she hurried inside. The door resisted hard as she tried to close it, the hinges protesting, rust flaking to the ground. Charlotte ran the toe of her boot through the small pile, kneeling down to get a better look at it. Glancing up again, she could see that the bottom hinge was half gone, the remaining fragments pitted with decay.

      “What in the world?” she muttered to herself.

      And then, behind her, came a creaking, groaning sound from above, like breaking wood.

      And then a potbellied stove, bright with fire, crashed to the workshop floor not five feet from where she was standing and exploded.

      For a single moment, time seemed to stop. Charlotte saw the cast iron of the stove shatter apart like glass, flying out in all directions. The logs within, already turned half to charcoal, burst, sending burning chunks of wood across the workshop, including one massive one, headed right for her face.

      But the wood didn’t hit her. No, it was deflected in mid-air, embers spraying out in all directions. It was as if it had collided with the curved edge of some invisible shield. The sheer shock of that was enough to stop her dead, staring at the strange phenomenon, even as old memories threatened to overwhelm her. Another night, another fire, a⁠—

      “Fire!” a woman’s voice screamed from upstairs, and the spell was broken. The shield was gone, the air around her now full of burning ash.

      “Celeste!” Charlotte didn’t even stop to think. She raced to the back of the workshop, dodging the burning wood that was scattered everywhere, taking the stairs as fast as she could.

      Upstairs, doors were being flung open, smoke billowing into the hall, as women in all manner of dress piled out, many of them clutching bags or children. The only light was from the burning walls inside every room, and even that was starting to be obscured by smoke.

      “Where’s my sister?!” she yelled at one of their neighbors, grabbing her by the elbow, but the woman just shook her head and kept running.

      Charlotte reached the door to their tiny room, eyes and throat stinging. She coughed and tried to open the door. The rough wood was warm, and the knob was hot and it wouldn’t give.

      “Celeste!” she screamed, banging on it.

      “Charlotte!” came a cry from inside. “It won’t open!”

      Charlotte closed her eyes for a moment, thinking about the explosion downstairs, thinking about Grandmother's old stories. Nothing was natural about this fire. She could feel that in her bones. Something had started it. Something…otherworldly.  “If that was you out there, we could use some help right about now,” she muttered.

      But perhaps his help wasn’t needed after all, because just then Celeste fell out into the hall, the door jerking open in a blast of heat.

      Inside their room, Charlotte could see, fire was everywhere. Licking up the walls, engulfing the simple pallet where they slept. The stove seemed to have crumbled apart; the only sign it was there at all was a rusted pipe leading to the roof. The contents of the trunk, all their clothes, were scattered about the floor and burning now, as if Celeste had been desperately searching for something inside.

      Celeste’s eyes were wild, and Charlotte had to grab her to keep her from going back in the room. “Mama’s trunk!” she wailed. “Grandmother's book!”

      Charlotte glanced back at the room. There it was, sitting on the barrel that was itself now on fire. “We can’t!” she yelled, heart twisting inside her chest, and dragged her younger sister away.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Getting out of the workhouse was bedlam.

      Sarah had her smaller child in her arms, the older one screaming furiously, biting at her. Celeste, recovering now, snatched the little boy up and they
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