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CHAPTER ONE
Water Signs
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“Do you think the undead follow the living?” Pamela asked her two seated traveling companions, Bram Stoker and Ahmed Kamal.

Nestled in a first-class train compartment, twenty-two-year-old Pamela Colman Smith could pass for a fifteen-year-old girl or a woman of thirty. Her copper-hued coat revealed glimpses of a lilac dress, a red Jamaican coral necklace, and a purple sea-glass bracelet. If her mother were still alive, she would disapprove of Pamela’s fashion sense, aided by the Lyceum Theatre’s costume shop. But the costumers had sewed special earflaps in her lilac hat, which hid sporadically raised letters on her left earlobe. These were the initials that had materialized on her tarot muses, and now Pamela could enjoy the warm gaze of her friends without worrying about the possible appearance of her own earmarks.

“Pixie,” Bram said, using her nickname, “you know better than to bring up the undead unless you’re asking for one of my Irish yarns.” The six-foot-tall, broad-shouldered Bram crossed his legs, taking up even more room in the two seats across from Pamela and Ahmed. Bram’s close-set blue eyes sparkled at them.

Pamela glanced at Ahmed Kamal sitting next to her, who shifted his gaze across her and out the window. Stern and slight, Ahmed was barely taller than Pamela, and the effect of his fez and old-fashioned traveling clothes also earned sideline looks on the train platform before they had boarded. Only Bram was more modern, mimicking the Prince of Wales with his casual country-house Norfolk jackets and fur-felt homburg hat. Ahmed’s formal jacket and wire-framed glasses bestowed the appearance of a cleric or a judge, and although in his early fifties and younger than Bram he seemed the older of the two.

“Ah, the undead,” Ahmed said, stroking his close-cropped beard. “There seems to be a whole industry based on the antics of the undead.”

As Bram sat back, Pamela could see him studying Ahmed. This was the first time Bram and Ahmed had spent close time together.

Last year, Bram hired her at the Lyceum Theatre, where her job entailed designing posters and occasionally walking on as an extra in the productions, and he had also recommended her to the newly formed cult, the Golden Dawn, to create a tarot deck. Even now, the final versions of her first four cards, the Magician, Fool, High Priestess, and Empress, were locked up in her desk at the British Museum. Ahmed was her contact at the museum, handling her requests to view mummies and Egyptian artifacts as well as research for the cards. He was also temporarily in charge of the Egyptian Antiquities Acquisition and Evaluation department. The last two months, Pamela had his help putting in requests to view artifacts from the Special Collections room, requests not usually granted to non-staff or women researchers. It was a fluke that Ahmed’s schedule allowed him to travel up to Manchester with them, as he was usually traveling to country houses in the south to scout for antiques.

“I hope the undead are popular,” Bram said. “My book is centered on their activities.”

“And your book is . . . ?” Ahmed asked.

“The Un-Dead: The Story of a Vampire,” Bram replied.

“Should be Dracula,” Pamela said under her breath.

“Ah,” Ahmed said as he glanced from Pamela to Bram. “Are there spirits protecting this Dracula, or is he a solitary force?” Ahmed asked.

“Oh, he has many little spirits protecting him in their own winged way,” Bram replied, shifting his large frame so that his elbows and ankles spilled out into the aisle.

“You should title your book after your main character, Dracula,” Pamela said. She knew Uncle Brammie would be sensitive to discuss this in front of Ahmed, but she so wanted Ahmed to know that Bram was more than a general manager of the Lyceum Theatre Tour.

“We’ve discussed this. No one would know what that means,” Bram replied, brushing his hands together as if to shoo her away. “The title will remain The Un-Dead.”

“So, your ‘undead,’” Ahmed said, “has spirits protecting him, much like an afrit. Intriguing.”

There it was, Ahmed’s “intriguing”— a rare sign that he was in a mood to talk. This train ride was looking promising—perhaps they would all be friends by the time she and Bram got off in Manchester.

“Ahmed,” Pamela said, “please tell us the story about the afrit guarding Queen Hatshepsut’s tomb and the mummy. You’ve promised to tell it ever since that sarcophagus arrived at the museum, supposedly with an afrit’s curse on it.”

Ahmed had told Pamela that afrits were the Islamic version of demons but would not elaborate. Bram drummed his fingers on his armrest and sighed. Pamela knew he did not like to be thwarted from telling one of his own stories about the undead.

Pamela leaned forward and said softly, “Bram, I’ve been waiting for this story for months.”

Though she was allowed to call him “Uncle Brammie” at the start of their relationship, she was told before the London trip that informality was no longer suitable. It was to be “Mr. Stoker” in public or, privately, “Bram.” Ahmed had insisted on being called “Ahmed” after she first mispronounced his surname, calling him “Mr. Camel.” He only laughed and said as punishment he would make her call him “Ahmed,” but only the proper way, with an “ach.”

Ahmed leaned forward, his brown eyes wide. “Very well,” he said, “I will start with my own experience with the afrit. And I will share my tea with you, yes?” Ahmed stood to retrieve his hamper.

Slanting rain started racing down the outside of the train’s window, and Pamela noticed that it gushed toward her, forming a claw shape. Is this a sign that other forces are listening or merely water racing across glass? She traced lines of condensation on her side of the window into a circle. She added spikes through it. This shield should protect them if there were bad spirits following them. Pamela was relieved to see that both men were too distracted by the pouring of tea to notice the claw shape or her drawing.

“Yes, teatime is story time,” Pamela said, picking up the lunch basket at her feet and opening it. She unwrapped the sandwiches she’d bought for herself and Bram as Ahmed took out a lunch tin. Inside was a corn dish made with raisins and almonds he had once tried to get Pamela to eat at the museum. He motioned the opened tin to her.

“Miss Smith, Mr. Stoker,” Ahmed said, “would you like to try my Egyptian dish that will accompany my Egyptian story? My wife, Fatima, taught me back home before I came here how to make this, but this is not as good as hers.”

This was the first time that Ahmed had willingly mentioned his wife to Pamela. Months ago, he had left to go back to Cairo to meet his latest child, a second son, in addition to the eldest daughter. Only recently did Ahmed mention now and then that Pamela resembled his wife in her ability to disturb his concentration. She knew she should be polite and accept a portion of the dish, but the scent, reminiscent of unshod feet, overpowered her.

“No, thank you,” she said, trying not to choke.

“Goat cheese is not a favorite?” Ahmed asked, his lips starting to smile. “Mr. Stoker?” he added, offering Bram some.

Bram eyed the waxed papers lining the tin of cheese and corn and took a small portion. His eyes widened as he tasted it, but Pamela noticed he chewed very quickly. Pamela’s heart felt heavy. Perhaps he and Ahmed were not going to hit it off after all.

After swallowing, Bram asked, “Now what is the story of your Egyptian demon? And where did you study?”

“I was born in Cairo to Turkish parents,” Ahmed said. “I studied antiquities in Cairo under the French archeologist Auguste Mariette. As an expert in royal artifacts, during one of my many digs near Queen Hatshepsut’s temple, a Turkish dealer contacted me. This man, Ayant, offered to sell me a royal ushabti.”

“What is that?” Pamela asked, taking a large bite of her roast beef sandwich.

“A ushabti is a blue statue of the pharaoh, a doll-sized artifact, under a foot in length. Easy to loot from graves,” Ahmed answered.

Bram threw his head back and laughed, “Looted graves! One of my favorite subjects.”

Seeing him reach into the lunch basket for another of their sandwiches, Pamela felt her chest lighten. Uncle Brammie and Ahmed would get along.

“Ah, but Mr. Stoker, this is more than looted graves; this is a case of defiled royal tombs,” Ahmed said.

“Your afrit spirit sounds a lot like our Irish fairies from the other world. They also stand guard in the other—”

“Uncle Brammie,” Pamela said, “Excuse me—Bram, let Ahmed continue?”

The Irishman colored. “Oh, yes, of course. Sorry, Pixie.” He smiled crookedly. “Rather, Miss Smith. Mr. Kamal, please continue.” He gave his beef sandwich a decisive bite.

“After Ayant tried to sell me this ushabti, he put me in touch with two brothers,” Ahmed said. “Rasul and his brother, Mohammed, were experienced grave robbers. With another Egyptian, they were scouring the cliffs above the temple of Queen Hatshepsut when they discovered the signs of a hidden airshaft. Tossing a stone down to determine the extent of the shaft, they realized it was enormous. They returned at night with a local boy, ropes, and a donkey and worked to enlarge the opening. The local boy and Mohammed lowered Rasul with a torch down into the hole, and, after waiting a period of time, they put their heads down into the shaft to see if they could hear him. Do you know what they saw?”

“What?” Pamela asked, her heart beginning to beat faster.

“At the bottom of the tomb, Rasul was climbing the rope as fast as he could, batting something away. ‘Hurry!’ He yelled. ‘It almost has me!’ Mohammed and the other man tried to pull up the boy as fast as they could. But then . . . . ”

Ahmed shook his head and looked away, looking at something outside in the dimming light of the countryside.

Pamela turned to him. “What? What happened?”

Ahmed whispered, “They heard . . . they heard . . . . ”

Pamela leaned in closer to him. A piercing screech, sounding like a woman’s scream, rang out, sending Pamela sprawling against the window. There was a whoosh—darkness enveloped the train.

In the pitch black there was only the rhythmic clacking of the rails, the dank smell of the compartment, and the feel of the textured seat that she clutched. Another whoosh and they were thrust out of the tunnel into the flat light of the British countryside. The train whistle roared again.

Pamela leaned against Ahmed and laughed in relief. “Excellent timing!” she said.

Bram chuckled as he slowly clapped, the theatre company’s trademark response to successful stage “bits.”

“Well played, Mr. Kamal, well played,” Bram said. “I might think you were a Lyceum Theatre tragedian, the way you timed that. How did you know when the train was to whistle?”

“I know the tunnel entrances, and most specifically that tunnel, and the darkness that follows. You see, I have made this trip to Liverpool several times before.”

“Chasing looted goods?” Bram asked.

“In a manner of speaking, yes,” Ahmed answered.

“Now, Ahmed, you must finish the afrit story,” Pamela said. “There must be more to the story than that.”

“Indeed,” Ahmed said. “To continue: Mohammed and the other robber heard Rasul’s screams echoing in the air shaft. The donkey anchoring them almost bolted as the rope began to fray. Rasul kept shrieking that something was attacking him. With much difficulty, they finally lifted him out. Once he was on the ground, Rasul claimed that an afrit, an evil demon, had attacked him. It was angry that they had disturbed the queen’s temple. The trio went back into town and told everyone an afrit had chased them out and that it would do the same to anyone else. When the brothers and the local boy went back to loot the next day, a terrible, noxious smell escaped from the temple’s airshaft. This was a sign for everyone to stay away. But despite the smell, the looters kept stealing everything they could get their hands on.”

“Wait. Do afrits smell bad? And are they invisible?” Pamela asked.

“Afrits can threaten people with bad smells,” Ahmed said. “The afrit itself is not the smell. And they are invisible, when they want to be.”

Bram grimaced. “If they smelled, being undetected would be difficult, even if they are invisible.”

“When it suits the afrit, the afrit is invisible,” Ahmed said. “The two brothers looted the temple of the queen and continued to loot for many years. They used caution not to sell too many items at a time, to avoid suspicion. This Turkish art dealer, Mustapha Aga Ayant, procured many of these Egyptian artifacts. Most prized among them were the ushabti, these blue statuettes of a pharaoh. Collectors from Russia, Belgium, and even here in England hunt them. The art dealer had diplomatic immunity since he was a ‘consular agent.’ He could sell these antiquities without being arrested. But many people in Egypt began to realize how many treasures were being stolen and taken out of the country.”

“I don’t think our British Museum archeologists would consider themselves tomb robbers,” Pamela said. “Don’t they come back from digs claiming they’ve saved countless relics from demolition?”

“I have my own thoughts about that, Miss Smith,” Ahmed said, looking out the window past Pamela. “But in my story, a new official laid a trap to discover where this Ayat, the art dealer, got this blue statuette and tricked him into revealing the names of the two brothers, Mohammed and Rasul. Arrested, questioned, and beaten, they refused to give up the location of the queen’s temple’s airshaft. But Mohammed betrayed his brother. He told the official that it was Rasul who had found the queen’s temple entryway—that Rasul killed their donkey and threw it down the airshaft to create the scent of rotting bodies. Rumors spread about the afrit to keep the locals away, but the looting continued.”

“So there was no afrit in the temple after all,” Pamela said.

“No afrit there—at the time,” Ahmed said. “But officials discovered later the royal remains of over forty great pharaohs. These pharaohs waited centuries to be restored to the other life on the other side of the river. When the main official found all these pharaohs, he hired three hundred men to clear the temple, so that they could take the great ones to a museum in Cairo. But as the workers cleared the temple, they also pilfered and destroyed treasures. Rather than make the trek out of the temple for lamps, some took mummified bodies of royal children and used them as torches to light the pitch-black tunnels.”

Pamela shuddered. “They used the bodies of children as torches?”

“Yes,” Ahmed replied. “The afrits saw this and remembered.”

The wind howled outside and the train car hurled on as dark clouds closed in. The rain streaked by with new intensity. The shield that Pamela had drawn on Ahmed’s side of the window deflected rows of dripping water. The dark water pooled and trickled down the glass like beads of blood.

“Some of the findings from the temple you might have heard of,” Ahmed continued. “Ramses I, II, III, XI, the Tuthmosis I, II, and III, and Ahmose. During this move, the mummies were set out in the blistering sun, waiting to be loaded onto the barges.”

“Such a desecration of the dead. Did you see this?” Pamela asked.

“Yes,” Ahmed answered. “I was there. I saw it. Ramses I, partially unwrapped, was lying out on the ground, and his arm slowly rose in the air. His bandaged hand pointed to the workmen who had burned the bodies of the royal children. The guilty parties he pointed to were cursed because the smell appeared whenever those workmen were on any future site, marking those who were robbers that were living corpses. Most of the robbers went mad; the rest were shunned. Others can make excuses, but I believe the afrit marked them with a bad smell.”

“What happened to the mummies?” Bram asked.

“The mummies were put on boats and floated down the Nile to the museum in Cairo. All along the banks of the Nile, thousands turned out to honor their ancestors, each of their faces turned toward Mecca.”

“Did you see the procession, Mr. Kamal?”

“I not only saw the procession; I was one of the first honored historians in the men’s line due to my presence in the tomb when Ramses was unwrapped . . . . ”

“Men’s line?” Pamela asked.

“Yes, Miss Smith, in my country, we have separate sections for the men, women, and children. The imam recited the prayers for all. The silence among the crowd afterward was very moving.”

Bram sat up and leaned forward. “Who else was an honored historian in this procession of boats?”

Ahmed smiled. “I stood next to Émile Brugsch, at that time only a German digger, and Auguste Mariette, my former employer in Cairo. Bergsch is my current employer with the Cairo Antiquities Department.”

“Just like my tarot cards, you have worlds within worlds, Mr. Kamal,” Pamela said. “Your family is Turkish, yet you worked for a Frenchman in Egypt alongside a German digger. You are truly universal.”

“I think the word you are looking for, Miss Smith, is ‘international,’” Ahmed said. “‘Universal’ denotes acceptance, and for me that is truly not the case. Not yet, at least.”

There was silence while the three of them squinted out at the inclement weather.

“Ahmed, what does a real mummy look like?” Pamela asked, putting away her lunch box. “An actual mummy—not the bandages, not the outer cases, like those you’ve shown me at the museum.”

“Ha, well,” Ahmed said, “the most curious thing that struck me, in addition to a mummy’s dehydrated skeleton, was the length of its earlobes.”

Pamela shifted in her seat. How much did Ahmed know about the tattoo markings that had appeared on herself and her muses? In recent months, each of Pamela’s muses—William Terriss, Henry Irving, Florence Farr, and Ellen Terry—all had noticed a mysterious white tattoo appearing on their earlobes. It was a symbol of three letters—a monogram: “PCS.” Pamela’s initials. Bram and Ahmed might have noticed the markings but didn’t realize they marked her tarot muses.

“Yes, the earlobes were all very much stretched out on all the royal ones,” Ahmed said, his half-moon eyebrow arching. “Only priests had piercings or tattoos.”

“I thought most religions forbade markings,” Pamela said.

“In Egyptian culture, ear markings signify three things: prayer, meditation, and protection from demons,” Ahmed said. “I hope your theatrical production in Manchester will be free of demons. If I did not have to travel on to Liverpool to investigate a stolen statue, I would stay . . . . ”

Ahmed’s words trailed off and he pointed to a dewy symbol on the window. In the condensation, three intertwined letters appeared: “PCS.” Pamela wondered if Ahmed had ever glimpsed Florence’s markings when she came to the museum; she would be the only one that he knew. If Bram had spotted the magical tattoos of both Ellen and Henry, he had never said anything to her. But now, only three of her muses were still alive. Her Fool, William Terriss, lay interred in a grave, a murder victim.

The three watery letters dripped, their dense weight dragging their shapes downward. As the letters sagged, “666” formed in their place.

Her left ear burned, and her hand immediately went to massage the raised bumps on her earlobe, feeling the edges of each one of her initials.

“Miss Smith, something has been conjured,” Ahmed said softly. “Perhaps an afrit is following you.”

Pamela swallowed and looked away from her companions. It’s not an afrit following me, but Aleister Crowley, the Golden Dawn Magician determined to own my tarot cards’ power.







CHAPTER TWO
Manchester Childhood
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On the Manchester Victoria train platform, Pamela waved up to Ahmed, sitting in her former seat next to the window. His face peered out the window from the same spot that the afrit symbol had appeared, now dotted with harmless water droplets. Midwave, Ahmed grimaced at her; Pamela could make out other passengers entering the compartment and he stood to help them. At least he will have company the rest of his rainy way to Liverpool. She made her way to a luggage cart next to Bram.

The rain sputtered to a stop by the time Pamela and Bram collected their bags. A rough-looking man with bruised knuckles and bushy eyebrows approached them as they set their suitcases on the platform.

“’ello, Samuel, from Manchester Royal Theatre. You must be the Londoners. Car out curby, theatre ten digit away,” he said. Pamela could see from Bram’s wrinkled brow that he was having difficulty making out what Samuel had said.

Pamela stood closer to Bram and whispered, “Car is out front, theatre is ten minutes away.” A smile tweaked Samuel’s mouth and he loaded their valises onto a cart.

Bram’s eyes widened as he looked at her. “Of course you speak Mancunian, you lived here.”

“Only until I was ten,” Pamela answered. “But I’d love to walk to the theatre.” Samuel stopped loading bags and turned to her. “The theatre is on Peter Street across from the Free Trade Hall. Isn’t that right, sir?” Pamela asked.

“Beware the Scuttlers,” Samuel said, adding, “they’re street scum.” He hoisted up the handles of the cart and started off.

“Be careful,” Bram said, giving her their two-fingered salute before heading to the theatre with Samuel.

Pamela had no idea who the Scuttlers were, and she had no intention of finding out. Would any of Manchester be familiar? Making sure the travel bag under her arm was secure, she found her way out to Victoria Street and walked along the River Irwell. It was just past four o’clock, and, after the shrill whistle etched her ears, workers poured out of the cotton mills lining the waterway. She was aware of coveted glances at her coat, which now seemed garish and more fitted to a slim actress than to her generous size. Some longing looks came from children with frayed coats and no mittens, walking by her listlessly. She didn’t remember this Manchester. She gulped and kept going. But wait—wasn’t there a hidden river here? The River Tib? She walked faster.

She finally recognized the massive and ornate Free Trade Hall, and there it was across the street—the Theatre Royal Manchester. She stopped midstride. No wonder Mr. Irving wanted to tour Manchester. This was where he’d started out his acting career, and Theatre Royal Manchester was a smaller version of Mr. Irving’s celebrated Lyceum Theatre in London. Looking at the front of the theatre, a childhood memory bubbled up. She was in a carriage on her way to church, the Swedenborgian one, with her parents, and they had pointed out the theatre to her. The bubble burst when shouts from the crew drew her back.

At the backstage door of the theatre, the load-in for The Merchant of Venice was in full swing. Wagons and carts filled with flats, scrims, and canvases queued up as stagehands swarmed around them.

Lovejoy, the production stage manager, shouted directions to local workers as baskets of hardware made their way backstage. Harvey, the London main carpenter, gave Pamela a sympathetic nod as Lovejoy screeched obscenities over the rough treatment of scenery lifted out of the main wagon. Two scrims, tattered canvases of painted scenery, were gingerly handed over to Lovejoy, who carried them into the theatre. Local carpenters vied with hired day workers who dashed across the street, carting costumes and props to the enormous Free Trade Hall

Harvey shouted, “Hey ya local yokels, don’t think our props are free because they’re stored in your Free Trade Hall.”

Howls of scorn and derision erupted from the Manchester crew as they continued to unload the wagon. “The thee-ate-tre! Ooh, we are in Manchester-ah, now, ain’t we, children?” the London crewman asked.

A cold wind blew through Pamela’s copper coat, its thinness reminding her it was an unlined stage costume and not practical for October much less winter. She shivered. The wind was a bad harbinger for this last leg of the three-week, eight-city tour. In three months, Pamela would return to London with no employment in January, except for the Golden Dawn’s poor-paying tarot-deck-illustration job. Just last month, she had word from Alfred Stieglitz in New York City that her unsold paintings from her last art gallery show had “disappeared.” The year 1900 was beginning to look grim.

“Lovejoy, we found it!” Harvey shouted from the wagon.

Lovejoy ran out from backstage of the theatre and climbed up next to Harvey.

“Guv’nor,” Lovejoy shouted. “It’s here!”

The Guv’nor, celebrity actor-producer Henry Irving, came out with his shirt sleeves rolled up and hair disheveled. He strode next to the wagon. Even in late middle age, the star made a striking impression—tall and lithe, wearing deacon’s glasses and a long red scarf. Pamela was stunned to see Sir Henry Irving assist on a load-in. The finances for the Lyceum Theatre must be in very bad shape.

Lovejoy unfurled an old tattered canvas, and Henry held one edge. It was the King Arthur canvas Pamela had painted as a child while visiting the Lyceum scene shop. Hidden in the castle wall of Camelot, there were the symbols of Merlin—the magical icons of swords, wands, stars, and cups—and King Arthur stood in front, lifting a sword up to the sky. Bram stood next to her as she stepped closer to the canvas.

“I’ll never forget that day you came to the scene shop,” Bram said softly. “How you told the scenic artists what needed to be on King Arthur’s banner. As if you would know at that age.”

“I may have been ten years old,” Pamela answered. “But I knew what needed to be there—the tools of the Magician.”

“You were right, Miss Smith,” Bram answered.

Miss Smith. This would take some getting used to.

Bram mimicked King Arthur on Pamela’s canvas, an upright sword in one hand and the other hand pointing downward. This was the pose Pamela used in her Magician tarot card.

“Sir Henry the Magician!” Pamela said, as Bram flinched. Henry glanced over to her with his infamous sneer and looked away.

She had said the forbidden title, not “Magician” but “sir.” Henry Irving had been knighted four years ago, the first actor to receive such an honor, but he refused to let anyone in the company call him “sir.” He was Guv’nor or Mr. Irving.

Lovejoy folded the canvas and handed it over to Henry, who received it as though it were a sacred relic. With an abrupt nod, he turned and walked back into the theatre, with some workers applauding him. But not a nod to Pamela. Pamela’s heart seized midbeat.
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Henry’s coldness toward Pamela started after the death of William Terriss, the only other major actor at the Lyceum Theatre. It was whispered among Golden Dawn Magicians that Aleister Crowley was behind Terriss’s assassination. Her Fool was dead. The lessons from Terriss, his derring-do, risk-taking, spontaneous job of life—all these lessons felt as though they had left her. Aleister had failed to become a Golden Dawn chief and was jealous of Pamela’s tarot commission. Now, he would kill her tarot muses, one by one, unless she stopped creating her deck. Her second muse, Sir Henry the Magician, was next. Was this why the Lyceum Theatre was failing?

Bram passed her a Merchant of Venice handbill she had drawn. Shylock stood out as a defiant figure standing in three-quarters profile. But she gasped when she saw the additions to her illustration. Two locks of his hair stood out as devil horns; the flier’s background was now a deep red instead of the yellow she’d designed. The message of this production was clear: the Jewish merchant was Satan.

“Uncle Brammie! No! They can’t mean to use this! The audience will think Henry’s Shylock is the devil.”

“I’m afraid that’s their intent,” Bram said. “They are billing The Merchant of Venice as a melodrama, with Portia, the heroine, taking on the Jewish infidel. If it is of any consolation, the souvenir program cover has your original artwork of Shylock.”

“The one where he is wearing the turban?” Pamela asked.

“Yes. I was told that Shylock can hide his horns in there.”

“I don’t remember Manchurians hating Jewish people here growing up,” Pamela said.

Bram patted her shoulder. “That was a long time ago, and things change. Or they come to light.”

Pamela saw Bram’s lips purse. Bram had his own demons to fight. Just before the tour launched, Bram had been demoted; he was no longer Sir Henry’s right-hand man but a mere secretary.

Pamela held Bram’s hand. She felt the raised initials on her left earlobe twitch.

“Bram, do you think Ahmed was right? That a demon followed us on the train?”

Bram stared straight ahead. “I don’t know, lass.”
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The next day, Pamela had her first trip in a motor car. The driver reassured her that, in addition to three speeds, it also had two brakes. After they lurched from the curb, she eventually found it was more comfortable than being on a carriage ride, despite the scent of petrol.

She leaned against the velvet upholstery and gazed at the packed rows of factory houses lining the streets. Children in rags played in the cold mud ditches in front of two-story brick homes, most with one window. She had only recently learned of Manchester’s 250 factories processing cotton from America, mostly staffed by child workers. Guilt hung in her stomach like a stone.

Gangs of young boys loitered on street corners. All were dressed in the same outfit: bell-bottom pants, bright scarves around their necks, and shoes with metal toes. Each boy wore the same haircut, very short on the sides with a lock of hair curled in front, anchored by a wool cap. But it was their belts, studded with brass nails and copper rivets, that impressed her the most. They glimmered like metal snakes around their slim waists. A group stepped into the middle of the street, directly in front of their car. The driver throttled the engine and sped around them.

“Are they the Scuttlers?” Pamela asked.

“Yes, and avoid them at all costs,” the driver replied.

As the car jostled down the cobblestones of Princess Street, Pamela caught sight of a beautiful church ahead. It was only two stories high with no bell tower, but it had been built exactly to a Gothic standard. Yes, that is definitely golden Warwick Bridge stone. Her friend the reverend would be pleased to know that she recognized the stone from her Southwark Cathedral in London.

“Can we stop so I can have a look at that church?”

“Not on your life,” the driver answered. “Not only is it Samhain today, full of foolishness and pranks, but that church is dead in the middle of the gang’s territory.”

Samhain. How could I forget that it is All Hallows Eve? This was the day she first experienced magic, floating in her bedroom here in Manchester. Childhood friend Maud was telling stories when they seemed to have opened the door to the sid, the hidden fairy world. And so began her obsession with fools, whether in tarot or folktales. And the biggest Irish fool was Nera, the mortal who loved a fairy queen. Churches were known to have doors that opened up to the other side. Perhaps she’d find a church here in her childhood city that would open up to the sid. And Nera would be there to help protect her from Aleister.

“What is the name of the church?” she asked, turning around in her seat to watch it disappear from view.

“Holy Name,” the driver answered. “You’ll need one to survive in these parts, miss.”

Before she left the theatre, Bram protested when he heard that she wanted to travel to Didsbury, a half-hour car ride away. Pamela had yet to show him her revised poster for The Merchant of Venice; Ellen’s train was due to arrive within that hour, and the streets of Manchester were dangerous. Did she want more hardships to visit the Lyceum company?

Last month at the Ludgate Hill Station in London where uninsured flats were stored, an inferno exploded. Thousands of pieces of the Lyceum’s scenic canvases—the backbone for sets—were incinerated. Pamela knew in her bones that it was Aleister who had something to do with the terrible fire. The blaze destroyed the company’s financial stability: over 350 people lost their jobs. The repertoire was reduced from forty-four state-of-the-art productions to only two: The Merchant of Venice and the melodrama The Bells. Gone were the witches’ lair in Faust, the court ballroom from Much Ado About Nothing, the castle garden in The Corsican Brothers, and the stately palace from Louis XI. Pamela heard whispers backstage that these catastrophes, Terriss’s death and the fire, only started when Pamela joined the company.

As the cab wove around horses being shod at the side of the road, hedges, not laundry lines, were sighted between houses. Soon, the streets of her childhood neighborhood, Didsbury, appeared.

Didsbury wasn’t leafy this time of year, but the wide oak-lined streets were set off by red brick homes. White framed windows and glass doors shone. Even the fourth floors, reserved for maids, nurses, and shunned relatives, were inset with tiny windows. But it was the big window seats on the second floors that evoked Pamela’s childhood. The parlor seats overlooked the yards’ studied plots, a combination of manicured grass and matured wilderness.

She spotted Fielden Park to her left.

“Stop! This is it!” Pamela called out.

The car stopped. Her childhood home, Oakhurst, still looked like a forested fortress, trees pressing in on all sides. In the chilly car, Pamela could barely see the side garden, glimpsing only a half-dead flower garden tucked under the desolate trees.

The driver got out and opened Pamela’s door. She stood on the sidewalk and smoothed stray locks of hair from her face. As she gazed up at the three-story brick building, her mother’s words came back to her: No shared walls for my family. There were no shared walls, but there were two maids and a nurse for Pamela. The front door, once robin’s-egg blue, was now gray. As grand as the house had been, it seemed to have shrunk.

Reaching into her purse, Pamela pulled out a crumpled letter. It was from her grandmother from Brooklyn, one of the few family mementos left by her mother.

Our Corinne now insists on being called Pamela. Precocious and inventive, she exhibits the gifts of all Colman Women. I had hoped she would publish her artistic work, as you yourself did, Mother, but Pamela is preoccupied with fairies, monsters, and bats.

Every time Pamela read this, she hungered to have her mother explain “the gifts of the Colman Women.” Pamela had not been particularly cherished; her mother’s hand was never warm or maternal. But she had been trained to believe that she descended from a line of remarkable Colmans.

Pamela folded the letter and put it in her pocket. Leaning against the side of the taxi, the driver smoked a pipe, looking at the park. In the autumn air, its intoxicating scent mixed with wood smoke. Pamela inhaled the musky sweet smell of wood smoke, leaves, and the pipe tobacco, filling her lungs with its deliciousness.

Pamela walked up to the front of her house. Glancing at the second-story window, she recognized her mother and father’s bedroom. Three panes of windows let in the afternoon light, the best room in the house.

There was her small window on the third story, where Maud Gonne had told her stories. Beautiful, tall, fanciful Maude. It’s Samhain Eve; could you still fly from bed to window tonight? Pamela had never told the Golden Dawn magicians that she had floated as a child. They would probably ask her to take a class in astral travel to prove it.

She took a deep breath as she stood before the house. You’ve waited years—go! March up to the door, ring the bell, go to the old bedroom, see if you can fly. A movement in the front window caught her eye. The curtains were held back and then closed tight. Footsteps. The gray front door opened.

Polly the housemaid stood there, with more than twenty additional pounds on her frame and twelve additional years etched in her face. They stared at one another.

“Polly?” Pamela asked.

“Yes, and who might you be?” Polly asked.

“It’s me, Pamela, daughter of Corinne Smith. We lived here.”

“Oh, for the love of Mary it is!” Polly replied, stepping down to take Pamela’s hand. Pamela didn’t remember Polly’s accent sounding like an East Londoner with a nasal twang.

“Who is it?” an ancient female voice rang out from inside.

“Someone from the neighborhood,” Polly answered. Tucking Pamela’s arm under hers, Polly led her inside.

“Send her away,” the creaky voice called as they reached the foyer.

Polly whispered to Pamela, “You can have a quick look around at your old room before the missus gets too worked up. You’ll have to be quick.”

They raced to the servant’s staircase on the other side of the informal parlor, and they made their way up the three flights of stairs.

Polly deposited Pamela at the door of her old room and opened it. Pamela didn’t recognize it. Polly lifted a finger to her lips and hurried down the stairs. Inside the room, Pamela walked over to an empty bassinet, then took in an enormous wardrobe and settee. In the corner where her toy theatre had the place of honor stood a play carriage. Odors of breast milk, talc, and soiled diapers eked out from the corners. Everything was turned inside out. Any link to her childhood’s magic was gone; flying was no longer possible here. She sighed and left the room.

Meeting Polly at the bottom of the stairs, she quietly thanked her and stepped outside, where dark clouds had gathered. The driver opened the door to the front seat, but she waved to him and then pointed to the park across the street.

Fielden Park’s grove of trees had grown taller. They surrounded a paved stone circle; in the center was a fountain with an angel statue with an outstretched hand. Was this fountain here when she was little? Why was the angel so familiar?

Her cheek stung. A pinpoint of sleet slapped her with dart-like precision. The dream she’d had for the past month came roaring back.

It was snowing, and she was being thrown down in the park by an angry mob to cries of “Witch!” and “Burn her!” The crowd lassoed the statue with a rope to hang her but stopped when the statue shuddered to life. Her big, beautiful stone arms threw off the rope around her neck, her enormous wings unfurling like an eclipse. The angel scooped Pamela up, and she clung to the granite robe. Pamela craned her neck around to see the face of the angel. It was Mother.

Shaking of the vision, Pamela ran to the taxi and climbed in back. Her hat fell off, and she rested her head on the back seat. The sounds of her ragged breathing filled the cab.

The driver opened her car door. “You all right, Miss Smith?”

“Yes. Yes. Just overcome. Could we go back to the theatre, please?”

After giving her a hard look, he closed the door and cranked the front of the engine to start it. Once back in the car, one wiper smearing rain over the window, the driver looked back at her. “You have to be careful on Samhain. All sorts of shenanigans happen with the hooligans about. And the veil between the two worlds is very thin tonight. But you probably know that, don’t you, miss?”

As they chugged down the street, Pamela’s hand went to the crumpled letter in her pocket. Holding it up to read, she saw that sleet had dissolved some of the writing. The return address of ‘Oakhurst, Didsbury, Manchester’ melted into blurry droplets, the same shape as the water droplets on the train window. A blob ran down the paper and settled into a series of veins, curling and snaking into position. Pamela held the paper flat. It was an Emperor wearing a suit of armor. He looked like Bram. Was this magic instructing her to draw the Emperor as Bram? Or a warning from Ahmed’s afrit that she needed to put on armor?







CHAPTER THREE
Bram’s Blood and Contagion
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“Ho!”

“God’s blood!”

“Bloody hell!”

As the stage crew cursed, Bram raced down the aisle from the back of the house to the Manchester Royal stage. One of the judges in The Merchant of Venice fell to the floor and sat cross-legged, holding his wigged head, background cast members around him.

Bram bolted onstage and crouched next to the moaning actor. A trickle of blood seeped down the man’s face, dyeing the front strands of his white wig. Bram tore the wig off and saw a cut above his temple, not deep, but the wound still flowed crimson. Bram looked into the man’s eyes, not dilated, and asked him to squeeze his hands, which he did with full strength. Thank God this role of the judge called for an enormous padded wig or he would have been dead. Bram took out a handkerchief and gently held it to the man’s wound.

Near the wounded actor lay a fallen section of pipe and crumpled canvas. The flyman must have tilted the hung canvas as it was flown to the floor and the pipe sewn in at the bottom burst through the hem. Bram looked up into the flies to the flymen standing on the rail.

“Lovejoy,” Bram shouted, “man down! Pipe down!”

Lovejoy ran out from backstage and sat before the injured man as he groaned. “Bloody hell,” Lovejoy said, seeing the wound seep through the handkerchief.

Bram gently lifted the man and positioned him on one of the judge’s chairs. It was moments like these where Bram’s strength as a former boxer at university was to his advantage.

The wounded actor was a local merchant, hired by virtue of his large donation for the theatre’s opening night. He was smaller than average, in his midthirties, just the type to fit into the judge’s costume.

Remembering his brother, the doctor, and his protocols, Bram held up one finger. “How many fingers do you see here, sir?”

“One, and I think I’m fine, Mr. Stoker. My family will be coming to the opening night on Thursday, and they’ll will be wanting to see me in the show.”

“Lovejoy,” Bram said, “fetch a local doctor to ensure our actor is up to performing, and then we’ll restore for the technical rehearsal.”

The head costumer stomped onstage, none too pleased to see the white wig now reddish. He helped the actor offstage as a red circle pooled on the floor and the background cast crept onstage to gawk. A stage crew member kneeled down and swirled a cloth over the considerable circle of blood.

“Lovejoy,” Bram said, “can the extras and children be kept offstage until the crew cleans up this blood?” Lovejoy glared at him although Bram’s focus was on the rag swirling on the floor turning scarlet.

Blood and its contamination obsessed him. He was raised by a mother who fed him stories of contagious diseases that flourished during the Irish cholera epidemic. Bram himself was a sickly child. Not able to even stand until he was seven years old, he’d sit and gaze out of the third-story window in his family’s house, looking to the sea, dreaming. Bram’s father provided a decent middle-class existence for his family working as a clerk at Dublin Castle. But it was his mother’s tales of being buried alive, grave robbers, and strange diseases that shaped his inner life.

“All right, you lookie-loos,” Lovejoy shouted, “get the fuck offstage unless you’re part of the inept crew who didn’t check the safety list, or the bloody crew who didn’t fly the pipe right. And once you fix this, crew—meet me in my office.”

As Bram trudged back to his seat, one thought kept playing in his head: It would have been my office the crew went to. As he settled in to watch the set restored, he raised his hands helplessly. The floorboards still glistened with blood as flymen and stage crew shouted insults at one another, creating a raucous din.

Sir Henry Irving strode out from the wings in his Shylock costume, an Arabic-style tunic with a large headwrap, carrying a staff. Center stage, Irving slipped on patch of blood but the staff caught him from falling. He turned to the front of the house and roared, “Stoker, what the hell is going on?” Bram stood up.

“Guv’nor, it seems wet weather from the train station soaked the old canvas,” Bram said, making up an excuse on the spot. “Pipe must have ripped through the wet hem.” Bram knew that unless there was an immediate excuse, the new management could fire the flyman on the spot.

“What incompetence,” Irving said. “It’s no wonder you were demoted.” He stormed offstage. The stagehands on the set went quiet. Well, that’s one way to tell the company the news I’m no longer in charge.

Bram’s heart struggled to beat regularly. It was that morning that he’d been called into the office upstairs, the one Lovejoy now commanded. Three similarly dressed accountants and Mr. Comlyn, the wealthy composer who wrote the music for King Arthur, stood around Bram as Sir Henry sat behind the desk, not looking at Bram once. Comlyn blandly relieved him of his job, “all due to this reincarnation of the Lyceum Theatre.” Bram was glad that Pamela took the morning off to work on her tarot cards before she picked up the theatre’s fliers at the printer, and that Ellen Terry was speaking at a local school as the theatre’s leading lady. His friends were spared the sight of blood, swearing, and the official announcement that Bram had been demoted.

Being second-in-command as company manager at the Lyceum Theatre had been prestigious. Bram’s tasks included transcribing fifty letters a day dictated by Sir Henry, dispatching box office totals to banks, screening countless invitations, reading hundreds of plays, casting shows, writing contracts, and sending invitations to the first-nighters. But things had deteriorated since the fire. Gone were the days of Oscar Wilde and Lillie Langtry draping themselves over the box seats, causing a stir in the auditorium. Oscar was now in jail and Lillie had retired from theatrical life and was living in Monaco.

And now, after almost twenty-seven years of working with Sir Henry, their partnership had been wiped out with the signing of a redundancy document. Henry’s signature proved that Bram had always been a hired lackey, not a partner in Henry’s eyes. It was enough to reawaken Bram’s urge for a nighttime narcotic. Tonight, he would need it to keep all the demons in his head at bay.

Three years ago, Ellen tried to talk Bram out of using blood during a read-through of his play, The Un-Dead, taken from his published novel. When the vampire bit Miss Lucy, Bram championed for two wound holes on the actress’s neck to discharge blood, so the audience could understand the vampire was consuming her blood, not necking with her. But Sir Henry found that idea gruesome and tawdry. And would the Great Man, the actor-producer of the day, take on the role of Dracula himself? The night before the presentation, Irving skimmed through the script, pronouncing it “dreadful.” He didn’t even bother to attend the in-house reading open to the public, where a third-string company member read the role of Dracula, badly.

After the poorly attended reading, Bram confided in Ellen what Henry had said about the script. “Perhaps Mr. Irving’s ‘dreadful’ means that he thinks The Un-Dead is so good a ghost story that it inspires one to dread.”

Ellen patted his arm, saying, “My poor lion, still chewing on imaginary meat.”

As of yet, Bram had yet to earn a farthing from The Un-Dead. One review had said, “Stoker’s book isn’t ‘undead’ but it doesn’t read as particularly alive either.” Bram writhed in his seat remembering the scathing reviews. If I were ruler, I’d rise above these petty bureaucrats and reviewers and publish my book as Dracula, to great success.

One of the accountants who fired Bram that morning stepped out from the wings. He slipped on the still-bloody wet floor and fell on his bum. Bram put his head between his hands so no one could see him laugh. These bean counters couldn’t even tread the boards.

How much longer should he wait for Pamela to come back? He could wait in the lobby, but a masochistic part of himself wanted to see the rehearsal, to see how all the company took in the news that he was no longer in charge. Cast and crew dribbled onstage, glancing Bram’s way with baleful looks. Stoker, the company sheepdog, came out and plopped itself downstage center, and kept a mournful eye to Bram, for once not begging for treats. Obviously, the dog had heard the news. This wasn’t a technical rehearsal, or “tech”; it was a wake.

Bram felt a chill sweep from the stage to the audience. Did someone leave a backstage door open? Another pipe dropped far upstage. A scream rang out, followed by whistles and shouts. Bram stood as Lovejoy ran onstage. No one was hit, but this had never happened under Bram’s watch before, two pipes falling during a put-in. But this was no longer Bram’s watch. As the swirl of cast and crew grew onstage and squabbling broke out, Bram knew he had to leave or he would be onstage, taking over.

Bram got up and went to the lobby box office. He knocked on the door, and a young man threw it open and stood there.

“Yes?” the young man said, his hand on his hip.

Looking down at the shorter man, Bram said, “I’m the company manager. May I sit in here? There’s no light to read by in the theatre.”

The ticket-taker tugged on his waistcoat and looked at his pocket watch. “It’s time for me to leave anyway, so you may stay here as long as you don’t touch anything, and make sure someone in charge locks up when you leave.”

Bram was shown in, and the door slammed shut behind him as the box office worker left. Bram sat in a big leather chair and sighed. Where is it, the balm that nurses almost every hurt? From his coat pocket, he took out a small book. He opened Leaves of Grass to a dog-eared page:


From wounds made to free you whence you were prison’d

From my face, from my forehead and lips,

From my breast, from within where I was conceal’d, press forth red

Drops, confession drops,

Stain every page, stain every song I sing, every word I say, bloody drops



Bram thought back to meeting Walt Whitman. The poet died almost eight years ago, but meeting him was a life dream. Of course, Sir Irving had invited himself along. This was on the last American tour, and Whitman was quite on in years. His white beard and mustache made him look like an elder fairy king. All Sir Henry could add to the conversation was that Whitman reminded him of Tennyson. Irving left early, and then Bram had time with his idol from his Trinity College days. He still had some of their correspondence at home. Unless Florence threw it out while he was on tour.

Florrie, his beauty of a wife, once courted by Oscar Wilde, was now disenchanted with Bram, or Bram’s lack of success.

“You’re an afterthought to the Great Man’s plans,” Florrie had said at their last at-home meal.

His son, Noel, had witnessed this exchange and told Bram that he would never study anything remotely related to the theatre arts. In fact, he was studying to be in the profession Bram loathed most—an accountant. A bean counter.

A rap on the curtained box office window startled him. An outline of a large man loomed on the pulled-down shade.

Bram shouted, “Can’t you see we’re closed, man?”

The rapping continued. Peeved, Bram hoisted himself out of the chair. His face almost matched his red hair as he yanked up the window shade. On the other side of the glass, the imposing silhouette of a man, wearing a purple coat and black hat, leaned against the window in a louche pose, looking away.

The arrogance of this man; can’t he hear? The ticket office was closed.

The man turned back to the window; he was a dark-complexioned Black man. He looked Bram dead in the eye and executed a classic, low-comedy double-take, ending with both palms on the glass.

Bram burst out laughing. He grabbed the keys to the box office door and flew out of the box office into the lobby, then threw open the doors to the street and embraced Satish Monroe.

Satish Monroe. Former Lyceum Theatre actor and bon vivant, one of the most delightful men he’d ever spent time with. Almost two decades ago, Bram had hired Satish Monroe at the last minute to replace Edwin Booth. Now, Satish had struck out on his own.

After a pretend round of boxing, both men laughed and embraced each other again.

“Mr. Monroe, by the devil, what are you doing in Manchester?” Bram asked.

“Ah, Mr. Stoker, Duse Mohammed Ali
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