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Chapter​ One
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The ad in the newspaper says I am a witch. 

Everyone who believes it comes in for a reading. They sit at the small round table in our parlor, place their hands in mine, and ask me for the power to accomplish all they desire. I bestow a gift upon them. It never lasts long, but it is effective enough to make them return for more. 

Today, the rain interferes with our usual stream of clients. Large drops hit the street and run into the gutter. My sister is out, leaving me to the solitude of our front room. With the exception of the scarlet and black curtains, it is deceptively normal. I stare at the cards in front of me. Irina has more talent with them; to me, they are simply unconnected symbols. 

“You will never learn how to read them if you don’t do it properly.”

I look up as our maid, Kasaria, enters the room. Her gypsy blood is strong, giving her dark skin and exotic features despite her advanced age. She pulls out a chair across from me and sits down. Nimble fingers shuffle the cards and fan them in a semi-circle on the table. “Tarot is an old kind of magic. You cannot choose the cards on impulse but must let them speak to you. You must sense them.” 

“I sense nothing in them,” I answer. “These are cards, nothing more. There is no power in them, nothing for me to draw from. It is false, just as my sister’s séances are false, just as that mirror has a light behind it, to reflect ghosts in the room, just as that picture is on a wire so it levitates. Irina researches her clients, and chooses her cards according to the little bumps she has put in them with a needle. Her predictions are not genuine, but fabricated. Look, here, this bump means the Death card.”

I turn it up, its grotesque skeletal face leering at us. Kasaria frowns and turns it over again. “Your sister is ingenious in her deceptions but ignores her own potential. She chooses farce rather than devote time to learning the true craft. You possess the real gifts. Let the card choose you.” She moves her hand over them, drifting along until her brow furrows. Her thin fingers turn up one, then another, and another. The color drains from her face. “You must not see your clients tonight.”

“Lord Tremain is paying us a fortune for a private session,” I answer, unimpressed as I stare down at the painted cards. “I can assure you, not only will we see him and his grandson, we will put on a grand performance.” 

Disapproval lurks behind her unflinching, eerie gaze. “The cards tell me that his presence in this house will threaten everything you have built. He is a grave danger to you. It is too great a risk.” 

Pushing away the cards, I lean toward her. “What does it risk?”

“Your talent. Your life.” Her eyes return to mine. “Your soul.” 

This sends a shiver up my spine, but I shake my head. “Nonsense. He is a client like any other, and you worry too much.” 

“You don’t worry enough,” she counters, stacking the cards. “You have so much confidence in your ability to steal what gifts you need that you are not careful to protect the ones you have acquired. I promised your mother to look after you, to protect you from harm, but if you will not allow me to do that, I will take matters into my own hands. You are less important than the power you have accumulated.”

Gloom lurks in the space around us, the rain diminishing slightly. The gaslight flickers as, with deliberation, I ask softly, “Is that a threat?”

“It is a warning.” Kasaria rests her weathered fingers on the tabletop. “If you do not heed my advice, you may return one day to find me gone. I serve your mother, but I will not serve you if I am unwanted.” 

Feeling cold under her penetrating gaze, I answer, “It is your right to leave, but it would not be prudent to take anything that isn’t yours.”

“Is it theft to steal from a thief?” 

Lightning flashes in the distance and cold stirs in the air. Kasaria’s intensity fades and she reaches across the table to take my hand. “I do not mean to alarm you, child. Your mother told me to protect you, and if I could not do that, to protect the magic. Your sister uses it carelessly; its true purpose is not to give and take it in exchange for profit. In the wrong hands, it is dangerous. Lord Tremain is dangerous. Do not enter into business with him lightly. This card is a bad omen.” 

Footsteps cross the front porch and the door opens. Irina enters, shaking water from her umbrella, a basket under her arm. Relaxing her countenance as if nothing has happened between us, Kasaria rises to attend her. Unnerved, I slip the card back into the stack. Stirring the fire for more warmth, I have a strong desire to throw the Tarot cards into it. I return the poker to its place as my sister says, “Come, we must finish our candles before this evening. I found herbs and beeswax.” 

She pulls aside a thick velvet drapery and unlocks a door. I follow her into a gloomy room with a candle dipping pot in the center. She pins up her dark hair as I set a fire under the cauldron. “I think we should use jasmine this time in the coating,” she says, unloading the basket on the counter along the wall. “It has a nice fragrance and adds to the smoke.”

Tying on an apron, I ask, “What does Lord Tremain want from us?”

“Does it matter? If we can convince him of your talent, we will have a parade of distinguished guests at our door. Their patronage will go a long way in convincing London society of our legitimacy.” Catching my glance, Irina laughs. “Don’t look at me like that. Your talents are real even if mine are not and I so long to return to London. I miss it. You were too young when we left to remember what it was like.” 

“Why did Mother and Father move to Edinburgh?” 

Grinding herbs into a fine powder, Irina shrugs. “I don’t know. Mother never explained anything to either of us. You know that. You were not so young when she died to not remember her.”

We work in silence, readying our special candles and setting them out in the cold on the back porch to let them cool. After dinner, Irina retreats upstairs to darken her eyelids. I turn down the gaslight in the front room, retrieve and light our candles, and peer out the window. The rain has stopped, leaving standing pools of water on the pavement. They reflect the approach of a private coach as it halts in front of our house. A handsome older man with white-blonde hair descends. A younger man follows on his heels, considerably taller but with the same sharp cheekbones and coloring. Kasaria appears when they pull the bell and, sending me a fiercely disapproving look, opens the door. 

Lord Tremain barely glances at her, but his grandson appraises me skeptically and says, “Really, Grandfather!”

“Edgar, for once have an open mind.” Lord Tremain smiles and hands Kasaria his hat and walking stick. She takes them with distaste and hangs both on the coat rack as Irina shows them into the parlor. The candles give it an otherworldly aura, their thin flames reflecting in the mantle mirror. Turning to my sister, Lord Tremain asks, “Are you the gifted one?”

“I am gifted, but what you seek, only my sister may bestow.” Irina holds out her hand and I approach, placing mine into it. 

His lordship regards me with interest. “You are very young.”

“Nearly twenty, my lord,” I answer. “Not so young as you think.”

Behind us, Kasaria enters the room, closing the doors behind her. Her shadow falls along across the floor and a shiver runs up my spine. Lord Tremain answers, “I’m not a believer in the supernatural, Miss Daubery, but you come highly recommended by Mr. Doyle. He says you assisted him greatly in passing his exams.”

Irina glances at a photograph of a previous séance on the far wall, with the topic of their conversation at the forefront. “Mr. Doyle was a regular visitor when enrolled at the university. He has quite an interest in the supernatural, perhaps even more than his interest in medicine. He has a keen mind but needed focus, so he came to us for assistance.”

“Focus is what is needed here, I fear.” Lord Tremain frowns at his grandson, who examines the photograph with interest. Irina encourages him to step to one side and converse with her in private. Despite Kasaria shaking her head in warning, I approach Edgar. 

Behind him, I remark, “You have the countenance of a skeptic.”

“I have a low tolerance for nonsense,” he answers. 

He moves toward the portrait on a wire and I step in front of him lest he notice our secret. “Don’t you believe in the supernatural?”

Edgar shoots me a reproachful look. “Do you?”

“Would I be here if I didn’t?”

Stepping around me, he fingers a candle and the scent of jasmine rises in the air. “That depends. Some people will do anything for a sixpence.” 

Insulted, I retort, “You are very decided in your opinions.”

“I am not so decided that I can’t change my mind when provided with reasonable evidence.” Sliding his hands into his pockets, Edgar turns to me with a twinkle in his eye. “You’re free to prove me wrong... if you can.”

“Skeptics are difficult to convince,” Kasaria answers. “You bring too much doubt into the house. Doubt prevents supernatural effectiveness.” 

“Well, then, your abilities can’t be that strong after all,” he scoffs.

Her frown deepens and I step between them. “How exactly does your grandfather want me to help you, Mr. Tremain?”

Reluctantly tearing his attention away from Kasaria, he says, “You heard him. I need ‘focus,’ control, steadfastness of purpose. I’m having far too much of a good time at school, apparently.”

“I suspect you have far too much of a good time wherever you are.”

He grins at me. “I consider that a virtue.” 

“But your grandfather sees it as a vice,” I counter.

“Indeed.” His brow twitches as he adds, “Can you help me?” 

Slightly annoyed but equally amused, I indicate a chair. Kasaria leaves to retrieve a bottle from the cupboard and returns with it. She holds onto it when I reach for it and we exchange a lingering look.

Don’t do this.

Ignoring her thoughts, I take it from her. I know it at a glance. Control. I feel its vibrations in my memories, its warmth, power, and strength. Uncorking it, I tip the magic into my hand; tendrils of pale green entwine with my white magic. It wants to float away into nothingness, but I am strong enough to hold onto it, to bend it to my will. Sitting down opposite Edgar, I grip his wrists, sliding my fingers under his cuffs. I shut my eyes and let the magic unwind through me. I search through his mind until I find traces of his natural gifts. They are scarred, tattered, torn to pieces; there is not enough of them to grasp. Picking out their individual strands, I entwine them into the new magic. They unravel. The two different gifts refuse to merge. 

Stop fighting me! 

His thoughts connect to mine. I’m not!

I concentrate on joining the magic, battling continued resistance. Each time the magic binds, it holds an instant and falls apart again. I intensify my focus, plaiting each individual strand. It takes much longer than usual and I sense Irina’s rising concern. 

The magic holds at last. Exhausted, I open my eyes.

“There,” Irina says, relieved, “now all that’s left is—”

Edgar’s head snaps back and his body convulses; magic travels through our linked arms into me. The force slams me into the back of my chair. The room goes out of focus as magic tears through my veins. Unable to control it, I let it go. Magic swirls out of me into the air and disintegrates. The room slowly comes back into focus. I sit upright with a gasp, my hand at my throat.

Fear in her voice, Irina demands, “What happened?”

“His body rejected it!” I stare at him in disbelief. 

Lord Tremain steps closer. “Has that ever happened before?”

“No,” Kasaria answers bitterly, “never!” 

Edgar shrugs under our gaze. “I said it wouldn’t work.”

“It must work,” Tremain whispers frantically. 

I exchange a look with Irina. “I have never seen such an aura. It fought me at every turn. It is stronger than any gift I possess. If you want me to help him, I need a much more powerful magic. Such control isn’t easy to find. A strong mind is not easily fooled, nor manipulated. It never allows its emotions to interfere with its effectiveness. This person must use this gift but not be consciously aware of possessing it. Do you know of anyone with such precision?”

Lord Tremain shakes his head and Kasaria relaxes, her hand on the back of my chair. I answer, “Then I can’t help you.” 

Silence enters the room, the candles smoking faintly. Shaken and pale, Edgar asks, “How can we be sure this wasn’t a trick intended to rid us of a sixpence with nothing to show for it?” 

I look at him in disbelief. “You felt it!”

“Feelings can be manipulated. For all I know, you put a drug in the candle wax! You have yet to convince me of your legitimacy. Nothing that happened here tonight actually proves the existence of transference.”

Coldly, I answer, “Let your grandfather take your place. If you want proof, I will give it to him.”

Kasaria grips my shoulder and she hisses, “You are weak.”

“There is a little bit of prophecy left, enough to prove my point. Get it.”

Resentment burning behind her eyes, Kasaria fetches the bottle. She looks to my sister for consent before she hands it to me. I let its contents flow into me as Lord Tremain sits down opposite. I link our arms, close my eyes, and concentrate. His magic is different from Edgar’s, intact and whole. I connect the threads easily and our minds merge. Distant images swirl through us, shadows of things to come; I feel his increasing unease as the vision drifts into darkness. Columns rise around us, hooded figures moving in the haze. Standing amid the long shadows, I look down.

Blood covers the floor. 

Shocked, I let go of him but our connection remains. His eyes burn into mine and his thoughts fill my head. You must help us, Miss Daubery.

Kasaria’s warnings lingering in the back of my mind, I start to shake my head. Lord Tremain grips my hand and squeezes it, genuine fear behind his inner voice. Please, you are the only one who can save him.

Chills run down my spine. Save him from what?

His gaze flickers to his grandson and he is silent. The candle nearest me goes out in a filmy puff of smoke. My thoughts stretch toward his, a hint of determination in their depths.

If I can find the right magic, I will.
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More than a month passes without word from Lord Tremain. Autumn creeps toward us. Kasaria spends most of her time tending the small herb garden at the back of the house. She has not said more than two words to me since the incident, much to my relief.

I sit in the window reading a book when Irina taps me on the shoulder and drops a newspaper into my lap. “There is the answer to all our problems,” she says.

Turning it over, I ask, “The new bell in the chapel?”

“No, you silly goose—the man in the photograph!” 

He’s middle-aged but white-haired, thin but with a sense of purpose in his countenance. It’s an article on the queen’s favorite surgeon when she is in Scotland. “Dr. Bell?” I ask doubtfully.

“Yes. Don’t you see? He has what Lord Tremain wants—total control. His wife died fourteen years ago and through it all, he continued working. In the years since, he’s mastered all he’s set his hand to. He keeps busy and has astounding skills of observation.” 

Tossing aside the newspaper, I ask, “How is that useful? I can’t steal them! A man that active must be aware of his gifts!” 

“It’s worth a chance, isn’t it? We’ll send him an invitation to a séance ‘purchased by a friend’ and see what he makes of it.” Irina enters her study, spends a few minutes there, and emerges with an envelope that she gives to Kasaria to take to the post. 

Holding it up, Kasaria says, “I hope this has nothing to do with Lord Tremain.” 

“You know my sister,” I answer. “Once she sets her mind to something, nothing can stop her. It will do no harm, though. It says right here he’s a man of principle, who regularly attends church. I have yet to see one of them cross our threshold.” 

This does little to placate her, but she takes it to the post. 

On the night of the séance, with the arrival of each of our guests, I watch for Dr. Bell. “He won’t come,” I tell Irina under my breath. 

“You’re wrong; there he is now.”

A tall man with angular features alights from a trap in front of our house. His gloved hand falls with determination on the latch of the front gate, but he hesitates. Prompted by my sister to intervene, I hurry to the front door and open it. “Are you coming in, sir?”

“I had every intention of it, but on second thought, no.” 

Darting down the front steps, I halt him as he turns back to his trap. “It’s Dr. Bell, isn’t it?”

“Yes,” he says. Intent gray eyes meet mine. 

I falter and unlatching the gate, step out onto the sidewalk. “If you have come this far, why not enter? Perhaps your wife has some sentiment to impart to you.”

“Her sentiments lie in my heart, not in your front parlor.” Bell glares at the house and tightens his hand on his stick, then looks at me and his gaze softens. “I intended to go inside and give the lady of the house a piece of my mind, but I see now it will do neither of us any good. Get away from this place, my child. Run as far as you can; it’s not ghosts of the dead that lurk in your drawing room.”

Shivers creep over me as he steps into the trap and raps on the roof. The driver pulls away and it melts into the gloom. Rejoining our guests, I shake my head at Irina and she scowls. Ominous shadows flicker along the walls, twisting into dark shapes thanks to shadow-casters hidden in the lamp stems. Her role is a farce, but mine isn’t. Séances are opportunities to harvest gifts and tonight, our attention lies on one particular guest. I linger behind her and wait until a chair tips over with the aid of an unseen wire. She jumps and I rest my hand on her shoulder. Magic unfurls in my veins, seeping into her and making her lightheaded. She shudders and taking her arm, I lead her away from the others to a chair near the open window.

“Are you all right?” I ask, feigning concern. 

She laughs giddily and breathes in the night air. “I’m not usually so nervous, but it is my first séance!”

“Sit down and it will pass.” I stroke the inside of her arm with my fingertips. Her tension eases as her gift curls under her skin in an amber thread. I discreetly wind it around my finger. It feels warm and alive... and soon, it is mine. She comes out of her temporary trance and rejoins the guests. I slip out unseen and duck past the tapestry into the cupboard, removing a bottle from the shelf. Luminous tendrils of magic unwind into it and float on the bottom in a haze. Capping it with a cork, I write “Intuition” on the label. 

Irina pounces on me once our guests are gone and demands to know about my encounter with Dr. Bell. “He must believe on some level if he came all the way here just to ‘give me a piece of his mind’! I’ll wait a week or so and invite him again.”

I groan. “Leave him alone! We’ll use someone else.”

“There is no one else,” she answers, and sends an invitation. The date of that séance passes without acknowledgement, so she writes him again insisting that his session is prepaid and that he benefit from it. Opening the mail the following day, she slices into an envelope, pulls out a single sheet of paper, and then says, “The nerve of the man!”

“What?” I ask, rising up to peer over the back of the settee. 

Flushing with irritation, she says, “Dr. Bell says, ‘I’m sorry to hear some poor fellow has wasted his money on a gift I have no intention of accepting, but then all my friends know me well enough to never suggest such a thing. If you are so distressed over being paid for nothing, please take the funds and deposit them in the nearest church offering and while you’re at it, give thought to altering your profession’!”

I burst out laughing. “I told you to let him alone!”

She crumples the note and throws it angrily into the trash. “Never mind, we have other matters to attend to. Our latest client is Miss Tyrell. She insists a dead tenant now haunts her boardinghouse. Go there tomorrow, do the usual waving of herbs and blessings, and come back a pound richer. It should see us by to the end of next week.”

The next afternoon, I knock on the door of the boardinghouse. A thin face peers out the window before she invites me inside. “You must be Alana. Come upstairs, but wipe your feet first. I don’t want dirt in the hall.”

Following Miss Tyrell up a narrow flight of stairs, my eyes pass over faded papering, noticing darker patches where portraits once hung. She leads me to the last door on the left and unlocks it with shaking hands. “I want to make sure there are no ghosts around,” she says as I enter a room full of books, furniture, and personal effects. The scent of its last occupant is still there, an odor of death blended with laudanum. Books clutter the wide shelves, many of them open to drawings of internal organs. 

“Medical student, I take it,” I say, picking one up. 

She wrinkles her nose. “Yes. He spent half his nights at the lab in the university and always came home talking about dissecting something.” 

Trailing my hand over the books, I fall silent. She watches me eagerly from the threshold. “Do you sense him?”

“I sense a life lived but no ghost,” I answer. “What makes you think his spirit hasn’t left the house?”

Mrs. Tyrell leans against the doorjamb. “I ought to say there are more groans and hinges creaking but it’s the opposite. It’s been quiet since he died, much too quiet. This is an old house, full of strange noises. I got used to it after awhile and its absence is unnerving.”

“It’s too quiet?” I stare at her in disbelief.

Her cheeks redden and she lifts her head. “That’s right.”

Laughing inwardly, I say, “That is interesting. Was he the sort of person that might haunt this place? What was he like?”

“His name was Albert Hurst and I thought him a nice young man—at first. He arrived eager and often talked of his studies with enthusiasm. Once he showed me a note of encouragement from Dr. Bell—”

My heart stops. “Dr. Bell?”

“Yes, you may have heard of him. He is one of the professors at the university, and thought quite highly of Albert. He was in high spirits after that, but about three months ago, Albert changed. He turned sullen and sad but I never thought he’d kill himself.” 

My hand freezes over a corked bottle. “What?”

“Oh, yes. It was dreadful. I came in and found him hanging from that beam. The police said he took a bottle of laudanum before he did it. That’s the sickly sweet smell in the air. I can’t seem to get it out, no matter how much I air the room.” 

I ask warily, “Did he often take laudanum?”

“I don’t know. Some take it to help them sleep. I suppose he might have used it for that.” She starts as the front bell jangles. “You’ll be all right here alone?”

I nod and she retreats downstairs. I stare at the beam and the floor under it, where a stain is barely visible. The coroner wasn’t careful when removing the body, scattering loose pages in his wake. Some are notations about his medical studies but others have a more frantic tune.

One reads: I can’t remember anything anymore. Not who I am, or what I was, or where I’ve been the last few hours. It’s a kind of madness, an utter loss of self. I only know I can’t let it out again, much as that deep, secret part of me wants to.

Pulling a photograph out from under the stack of documents on the desk, I see a young man with serious eyes and a haunted expression. Scribbled on the back is “Albert Hurst.” I trace my fingers across it, memorizing his sad countenance.
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Something feels wrong about the room and it’s not his death. It looks normal at an outward glance, full of furniture, books, clothing... everything seems fine except...

I lift my eyes to the ceiling. I’m not sure what about it tugs at me, but it’s wrong. I slip across the hall and into the next unlocked bedroom. It’s the same ceiling, the same wrongness. Descending to the main floor, I enter the parlor under Hurst’s room. In such an old house, slats separate the floors; I can see cracks of light in the room above. Stepping onto the settee, I press against one board; it shifts slightly and creaks. 

My feet are firmly on the carpet when Mrs. Tyrell enters. “Have you done any work recently on this house, Ma’am?”

Her brows lift in surprise. “Not in thirty years. Why?”

“It may be important. Did you reinforce the ceiling in the rooms upstairs?” 

She blinks at me. “No.”

“Do you have access to your attic?”

Puzzled, she shakes her head. “These are row-houses. They built them all at the same time, connecting them to a shared attic. We sealed off our entrance to it when we moved in. I don’t see what any of this has to do with—”

“It may not, Ma’am,” I reassure her, “but I must look into it. I want to make sure Mr. Hurst is your ghost. It won’t do me any good to cast him out if it’s not him at all.” 

I step outside to eye the boardinghouse. It blends into the next house, and the next, all the way to the end of the block. A tattered curtain flutters in a broken upstairs window in the abandoned building on the corner. Turning to Miss Tyrell, I say, “If you hear any noises coming from the attic, it will probably be me. Don’t be alarmed.”

I walk down the street and enter the abandoned home. Rotting floorboards squish underfoot. I carefully climb to the second floor, then notice another staircase leading up to what would be the attic. A partially open door sways on old hinges at the top. Broken furniture litters the third level, the floor half-gone. Avoiding the hole, I make my way to the far wall looking for an entrance into the attic above the next house. The ceiling is low enough for me to push on the planks. One moves. It’s loose. 

“Have you taken up thieving in addition to the black arts?” 

I glance over my shoulder and recognize Edgar Tremain as he steps across the threshold behind me. His words carry a trace of amusement. “If I intended to steal anything, I’d find much better places than this,” I retort.

He grins at me. “What are you doing, then?”

“I could ask the same of you. Shouldn’t you be at the university?”

“Oh, I should be doing all sorts of things, but I often take a walk around noon...”

“Noon was hours ago!”

He grins. “Yes, well, I never made it back to the university. I saw you enter the house and decided to interfere.”

Crossing my arms, I translate, “Intervene, you mean?”

“No—interfere. It’s what I do best and probably the reason my grandfather is so dead-set on curing me with magic.” Edgar approaches, eyeing me with interest. “Why are you prying around up here?”

His mood is contagious, as is the twinkle in his eye. Resisting the urge to smile, I answer seriously, “If you must know, I’m de-ghosting a house down the street and need to get into the shared attics. She sealed her entrance off and as I don’t want to alarm her neighbors, this might be the only way in.”

“My, my! Well, we mustn’t let anything stand in the way of de-ghosting! Step aside and let me have a look.” Edgar drops his gaze to a stack of boards and scraps of demolished furniture. Striding to the nearest pile, he rolls aside a tabletop. It crashes to the floor, revealing a square entrance cut into the planking just large enough to crawl through into the attic. Gaping into the gloom, I ask, “How’d you know it was there?”

“Sometimes I just know things,” he answers. “Is there a lantern of some kind? It will be dark in there.”

I look at him, and decide to trust him. “I don’t need one.”

His brows lift as I breathe into my fingertips a thin trail of magic that forms a single fire drop. It glows faintly and drifts past us into the hole. It illuminates the slant of the roof on one side and a brick wall on the other. “You wanted me to prove something to you,” I say in response to his astonished expression. “Magic does exist, after all.” 

Dropping to my knees, I start to crawl through and he touches my arm. “I ought to go first,” he says.

“Why?” 

He grins. “There may be rats.”

“There may be ghosts,” I counter.

Laughing, he ducks inside. “Now that would be exciting.” 

I crawl after him into a broad space with a slanted roof. Dust floats in the air. Our breath is visible in the weak, flickering light. My fire drop drifts ahead of us across the narrow space. The floor creaks underfoot, the remnants of spider webs in the rafters. Edgar trails his hand across the roof. “I wonder how the tenants would feel to know their attics are connected,” he says. “That’s conducive to a crime of some sort.”

“You have a morbid imagination.” My foot catches in a loose floorboard and I nearly trip. 

He catches me. “It’s no more morbid than yours, searching for a ghost in a haunted attic. Speaking of which, we must be three houses over now, nearly to the end.”

The fire drop halts at a solid gray brick wall. Edgar peers into the gloom. “That’s it, then. There’s no way in.”

“There must be one,” I answer, and pass my hands over the wall. It gives way and plaster dust rains down around us. False bricks dislodge to reveal a small entrance near the floor. The fire drop passes through it and Edgar kneels to pass through. His feet vanish, darkness closes in around me, and he calls out, “Alana, come here.”

I crawl through on my hands and knees and he helps me up. He waits for my reaction. My shock turns to horror. There are claw marks in the walls, floor, and ceiling. The fire drop floats in the other direction, revealing dried dark patches that look like blood. Leaning against the wall next to where we came in is a small iron door with its nails still gaping jaggedly in the air.

“Since that door is on the inside of this room,” Edgar says quietly, all his humor gone, “he must have nailed it shut behind him when he came in.”

Cold trickles down my spine. “He? Not an animal?”

He puts his hand under the fire drop, guiding it toward the corner. The flame reflects in a mound of small broken bottles. “There’s no fur, no droppings, nothing to indicate an animal’s presence. No, this is a man-built prison for a human occupant who wanted very much to be shut in.” 

Examining the door, I ask, “Why? And how did he get this door in here?”

He crouches and runs his hand along the floor. “He must have brought it up through the ceiling of his room before he sealed it off. He left a hole for air and heat. Look.” He pries up a board that fits into the ceiling below when laid back into place. Someone went to a lot of work to prepare this room... for what?

I bite my lip, not daring to imagine his reasons. 

Edgar scrutinizes me in the weak light. “This is nothing to trifle with, Alana. What do you know about it?”

“The tenant in the house downstairs, Albert Hurst, killed himself last week and the housekeeper has sensed something ‘wrong’ ever since. She said it’s too quiet.” 

He draws his fingernails down the claw marks, a perfect match in size and shape to a man’s hand. “I’ll bet it is quiet. She probably got used to the noises he made.” 

“She said he was a very nice young man,” I whisper. “Perhaps this isn’t his room at all. Maybe I’m mistaken.” 

Moving glass shards stained with blood around with his foot, Edgar shakes his head. “Not if your tenant took laudanum. Look, there’s still a bit of the label left. It’s a powerful hallucinogenic. Take too much of it and you change. If he started seeing things, he may have taken matters into his own hands—to either shut his internal demons in or lock them out! This room is very like one you’d find in an asylum.” 

“How do you know that?” I ask.

One corner of his mouth turns up. “My father is in one.” 

My wry amusement fades. “Oh... I’m sorry.”

“Don’t be,” he says. “Laudanum has a strong effect on an unsettled mind. My father wasn’t the first to fall prey to its influence and he won’t be the last. He acted very much like this before they took him away. He ranted about a monster within, which isn’t unusual. The longer you take laudanum, the more delusional you become. Reality merges with fantasy until you can’t tell them apart much less feel connected to your own body. You might start to think you are a monster and in fantasizing it, become it.” 

The hair rises on the back of my neck. “That’s impossible.”

“No, it isn’t. Our mental state influences our physical state all the time. Mental exhaustion makes us weary even if we haven’t moved a muscle. Depression does the same thing.”

The fire drop starts to fade, my magic slowly disintegrating. Edgar glances around the dismal attic room and crawls out through the small doorway into the attic room beyond. The fire drop trails in our wake and I direct it ahead of us. It is so weak that it goes out before the end of the attic. Darkness closes in and I press nearer to him. 

“Can you ignite another?” he asks.

I try but can’t produce a spark. Something is wrong.

He takes my hand. “I remember the way out. Stay close.”
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He gropes along the wall, leading us forward. I sense a presence and grip his arm. “Listen,” I whisper. Silence curls around us and in its depths, a quiet breath. I feel Edgar stiffen and his fingers tighten on mine. 

Then, something tears him away from me. I hear a loud thump as a body hits the wall and falls to the floor. I clap a hand over my mouth to keep from screaming but don’t move. My heart pounds in my ears and I pray it goes unheard.

I know you’re still here. 

The voice resonates inside my head as its owner drifts past in the gloom. 

Your silence won’t hide you. I can sense you... smell you...

I squeeze my hand into a fist. Terrifying silence closes in. I dare not move. “There you are,” it whispers in my ear. I try to run and it shoves me against the wall. Something more like talons than fingers grip my throat. Darkness presses against me, its breath hot in my ear. You are not like the others. You are stronger. What are you?

Let me show you!

My fingernails dig into gnarled wrists. It screams in rage as I drag out its magic. As I do, images pass through my mind—running in a dark wood, branches scratching me, moonlight, shadows, snarls... I convulse, spilling the poisonous magic into the air in a cascade of luminous scarlet threads. It releases just enough light that I see the creature’s eyes glow red in an inhuman, blackened face—and Edgar behind it, a plank raised to strike. It goes down hard, its talons scratching my arm as it tries to take me down with it. Kicking it in the face, in the dying hue of disintegrating magic, Edgar grabs my hand and pulls me after him. Dim light appears, outlining the opening. As we scramble through into the weakening evening light, I pull at my collar and try to catch my breath as he rolls the tabletop into place. We skirt the hole in the floor and head toward the door leading downstairs. 

I sense another presence. The air stirs and my skin crawls. “Someone is coming.”

Edgar pulls me behind the partially open door. We wait. Our thoughts connect. I’ll slow him down. You make a run for it.

We hear a creak and know our intruder is at the top of the stairs. A strange feeling passes over me, as if this person is reaching out with his mind. I feel his thoughts ripple in the air, aware of our presence. He stands outside our door. I can see his black coat through the crack. 

Edgar looks at me. You’ll have to be fast.

The stranger connects to my mind. Your attacker is waking up from the blow your friend gave it.

My eyes dart to Edward. Did you hear that?

He nods.

If you stay in that room, you’ll die, the intruder insists. 

The attacker hits the attic wall with a thump, the sound echoing behind the thin wooden planking. The table quivers. 

Come out, now!

Wood splinters behind us as we stumble into the hall. I recognize him at once, but he stares past me into the gloom. Without acknowledging that he knows me, Dr. Bell points downstairs. “Go down to the main level into the room to the left of the front door and secure it. Don’t come out until I tell you,” he says.

I gape at him, but Edgar pulls me down the stairs, across the hall, and into the front parlor. Scattered, damaged pieces of furniture surround us. He slams the door and wedges a broken chair under the handle. Silence fills the emptiness and then an explosion rocks the upstairs. Vibrations fill the air and dust filters down from the ceiling. Snarls and thumps echo in our ears. Edgar paces and I sink to the floor in exhaustion, rubbing my arm where the attacker scratched me. It burns like fire in my veins. Claws scrape the door, setting my teeth on edge. I watch its shadow stretch under the door, and Edgar backs toward me. Then, a powerful gust of magic fills the house, exploding into shimmering white fragments that spill through the cracks on either side of the door. It nearly blasts us off our feet, and sends me staggering back several paces.

Suddenly, the light is gone and quiet descends. The presence abates and I breathe again. “It’s gone,” I whisper.

Moving carefully and listening for signs of movement, Edgar opens the door. Dr. Bell stands in the hall, blood smeared on his cheek and seeping from a wound in his leg. Wiping a black substance from his fingers, he says, “We must go after it at once. It knows where you live.”

“How could it know where she lives?” Edgar demands, following the doctor downstairs. 

Bell limps out into the street. “Trust me. It touched her. It knows.”

He waves down a passing hansom cab and we climb in. Shouting directions to the driver, Edgar demands, “What do you mean ‘it’? There is no ‘it’! There is male and female! A man attacked us in that attic!”

Bell looks at me. “It was no man, was it, Alana?”

Edgar stares at me in disbelief as the cab turns up the high street. Bell removes a handkerchief from his pocket and knots it around his leg wound. Remembering that ghoulish face in the gloom, I say uncomfortably, “It had to be human. He spoke to me.”

“It spoke to you, but it was not human. Did you see it?” 

Feeling cold, I nod. “It was hideous, but it had to be human. I felt it. I felt actual hands and a living mind and when I...” I fall silent. 

Bell lifts a brow. “And when you tried to steal its gift, you saw darkness and shadows, moonlight and the woods. It
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