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      The storm had been wailing for hours when she finally set down the Bible.

      Josephine Bailey wasn’t even sure why she was reading it. Habit, perhaps. Something to focus on. Something to keep her mind off what was happening out there.

      Whatever was happening out there.

      But this wasn’t helping.

      Leaving the book on the table, she walked over to the window, pulling the thick woolen blanket more tightly around her. It was an old thing, one of the last artifacts from her husband’s short stint in the US Army, but it was heavy and warm and just the thing right now. Not even the big stove here in the little kitchen was keeping up with the cold pouring in from outside.

      The handblown window glass was spiderwebbed with frost, obscuring the world beyond. Not that it mattered. Right now, she could see nothing but white. Howling, deadly white. Yet another blizzard come to torment the Texas plains.

      And Josephine’s husband was out in it, along with half the ranch’s cowboys.

      She had begged him not to go.

      Begged him.

      The day had dawned brightly enough, though, the sky clear from horizon to horizon for the first time in weeks. The sunlight had brought Josephine no joy.

      “It’s going to storm again today,” she’d told her husband as they stood on their porch, drinking their morning coffee.

      “Stormed three days ago and it’s been cloudy since,” he replied. “This is finally a break in the weather, finally come.”

      “No. It’s not.”

      Her husband had looked at her askance, irritation warring with sympathy on his face. He was older than when she had first married him, more worn, skin turned to leather by decades of hard work out here in the Panhandle. Through Comanche raids and cattle rustlers, through the joy of childbirth and then the heartbreak of it, through good times and bad, they’d made a life for themselves. Nothing could change the strength of their bond.

      “Who says?”

      “Miss Qaazi says.”

      “Eh, maybe she’s right.”

      “She usually is.”

      “It still doesn’t matter. Today’s the day, Jo,” he said.

      Her heart had fallen into her boots. “Isaiah, we talked about this, and you said⁠—”

      “I said I wasn’t goin’ out in no snowstorm, but it’s got to be done.”

      “You asked the partners about this already,” she’d replied, a desperation rising in her chest. “They said no.”

      He’d grinned at her then, the same grin he’d once flashed her way across a ballroom in Kansas, both of them too young to know what life had in store. “They said no last week when I made it into town. But this last storm was a doozy, Jo. Who’s to say the message got through? Who’s to say the telegraph lines haven’t gone down?”

      “You can’t go,” she said, fear gripping her.

      He put a hand on her cheek, the skin of his palm calloused and hard. “I have to, darlin’. Else we ain’t gonna have no cattle left come spring.”

      “And what happens when we lose them all anyway and the other partners vote to fire you as ranch boss?” she demanded, hands on her hips.

      “Then we get ourselves a real good lawyer and fight for what’s ours,” he replied, sweeping a hand out over the land around them. It was locked in winter, the snow drifted high in places and scoured away down to bare ground in others. “We built this place, you and me. I ain’t gonna lose it because some moneybags are thinkin’ only of their balance sheets. Those are our animals,” he said, his voice cracking. “I gotta do right by them too. There’s been too much loss out here already.”

      “Isaiah!” she’d cried.

      Too late.

      He had already stepped off the porch and was headed toward the ranch’s horse barn. The cowboys were assembling. Their mounts were tacked up.

      There was never any stopping Isaiah when he put his mind to something. Normally, Josephine loved that about him. That day, she could have killed him for it.

      The men had left at seven o’clock sharp, more by accident than any kind of design. At least, no design of theirs. Six men and her husband, everyone who could be spared. They meant to ride hard that day, and far, no doubt. Out to the drift fences, all the miles and miles and miles of drift fences, the barbed-wire barriers that had been crisscrossing the once-open range for a decade or more, carving up the rangeland into something it was never intended to be.

      Seven o’clock.

      An eternity ago.

      Now, Josephine went over to the stove. They had laid down all the fuel they could for the winter, wood and coal and lamp oil. They weren’t rich but right now, warming her hands by the fire, it sure felt like it. More out of a desire to do something than any real hunger, the ranch wife ground some coffee and prepped the percolator, setting it in its usual spot on the cast-iron top.

      She’d baked bread the day before—their cowboys loved her bread—and she helped herself to a big slice now. No butter. Their milk cows, so stressed from the cold, had stopped producing, but both were with calf, and come spring, the ranch would have all the cream and butter it could handle.

      The clock on the wall, a wedding gift from her parents that she had lovingly tended to now for decades, read half past two.

      The clouds had begun to gather around nine o’clock. Mr. Collins, the head cowboy, had come to speak with her. He’d stayed behind precisely for this reason, in case something went wrong. With so many men out at the fences, Josephine had put on her own coat and come out to help batten down the hatches.

      The pigs and goats and milking cows had their own small paddocks attached to the big barn, and they were already huddled in their stalls, needing no encouragement to escape the cold. The wagon team went too, as eager to get inside as the pigs. But the ranch horses, the ones that normally lived in their pasture when they weren’t on the trail, weren’t so eager. It had taken an agonizing thirty minutes to round them up and drive them inside, and by then, the wind was already whipping through Josephine’s skirts.

      The storm had hit full-on at ten, roaring over the plains and slamming the small collection of structures with the fury of a demon.

      Half past two.

      Isaiah had been out in that blizzard for over four hours now. There was no hope, she thought, no way he would survive that kind of⁠—

      “No,” she told herself, standing again, pacing. “No.”

      The idea was unthinkable. Unconscionable.

      She couldn’t lose him.

      Josephine went back for the Bible but stopped as her hand touched the cover. Five children were buried out here on the ranch, her sister and brother-in-law washed away in a flood some years back, her parents gone long ago. Everyone else said that religion was a comfort, proof against such agonies. The words, the hymns, the prayers. None of it ever made her feel any better. There had never been any answers there for her.

      She left the Bible behind again and went back over to the window, letting her thoughts roam. This was her land, her place in the world. She was connected to it and it to her. That was what made sense to her. That, and⁠—

      “Please spare him,” she murmured, staring out into the raging white. “Spare my husband. Don’t take him from me too.”

      For a moment, Josephine was filled with a strange euphoria, a certainty that somehow, all would be right. She held her breath. But the wind continued to howl outside. The walls of the house groaned in the wind. Josephine could see nothing. She huffed.

      “You’re a damn fool,” she told herself and went back to the stove. At least there was coffee. For now.

      But no sooner had she turned away than a desperate knock sounded through the small room. Josephine stopped, confused. Was that⁠—

      “Mrs. Bailey!” a voice screamed from outside. “Mrs. Bailey, open the door!”

      A female voice.

      Josephine was there in a flash, skirts tangling around her legs as she rushed to unlock the door. Her fingers were cold and wouldn’t obey her commands. “Come on,” she muttered, fighting with the lock. “Come on!”

      Finally, the bolt slid out, and the door was thrown open. A huge gust of wind sent a flurry of razor-sharp snow cutting into the cabin. But Josephine didn’t care.

      Because there, on the floor of her cabin, was— “Isaiah!” she cried.

      He was barely moving, his face and neck wrapped about with a bright red wool scarf that he had not left with that morning. He swayed on his feet, and she caught him before he fell. He nodded once, slow, and she helped guide him over to the kitchen table.

      Behind them, the door banged shut again.

      “What happened?” she asked, looking back at the door. There was a woman there, one wearing neither gloves nor scarf nor hat, her thick dark hair blown free of its usual braids, the typical light bronze of her skin washed ashen-gray by the cold. Their only female employee. “Miss Qaazi, what happened?”

      The other woman shook her head. “The storm hit them hard,” she said. “The others are all lost down in the canyons.”

      Six men? They had lost all six men? Josephine stared at Miss Qaazi in despair. The other woman’s face was a blank mask of emotion, like she couldn’t be bothered to care. Maybe shock. Or maybe⁠—

      “Got…anything…warm to drink?”

      “Isaiah!” Josephine said, turning her attention back to her husband.

      Isaiah pulled the scarf off his face, gloved hands moving slowly. He smiled at her. That wonderful smile.

      “Of course,” she said, tears stinging her eyes. “Of course.” Josephine flailed about for a moment, then remembered herself and went for the coffee mugs on their shelf. “Are you sure the others are still out there?”

      Miss Qaazi shrugged again. “Our horses didn’t make it either, Mrs. Bailey. We walked the last mile.”

      A mile? In this weather? Josephine poured her husband a cup of coffee, piping hot from the stove, and set it on the table in front of him. He looked at it dully, face chapped raw from the wind and cold. She knelt down in front of him and began pulling the gloves from his hands. “It’s a miracle you’re not both dead yourselves. What happened out there?”

      And for the first time since they’d buried their last child, she witnessed the most terrible of sights: her husband’s eyes, red, heavy with tears.

      She didn’t press him any more. Just curled his cold fingers around the coffee mug, kissed the top of his head as she rose, and moved her forgotten slice of bread in front of him. He sipped at the hot drink mechanically, silent.

      Outside, the storm raged on.
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      Charlotte was putting the last few stitches in a skirt when she realized she wasn’t alone.

      Someone—or something—else was here.

      One of the stagehands, she tried to tell herself, looking for the right prop box. Another of the seamstresses, probably come down to see why she had been in this back storeroom for so long.

      It wasn’t anything…otherworldly.

      Of course not.

      And yet, her palms still went clammy. Her heart sped up.

      Taking up the closest lamp, she stood. “Hello?” she called, uncertain. “Is anybody there?”

      No answer.

      But even that wasn’t so unusual, she told herself. The racks were tall down here and stuffed to the gills with all manner of things. The sound of a woman’s voice likely traveled no further than the weak light from the new electric sconces affixed to the walls.

      Nothing was here.

      Nothing.

      Then she heard a clatter.

      That was unmistakable. Coming from two rows down. Heart in her throat now, Charlotte carefully made her way out into the main aisle between the shelves, lamp held high, proceeding cautiously. Nothing had tried to kill her for months, not since that incident in Manitou Springs, but she’d had a few encounters that had still been quite unpleasant. But if it was anything like that, she…

      “Ah, Miss Charlotte! Good to see you!”

      She very nearly jumped out of her blue wool dress. For there, in the next aisle, was a man on his knees, busily gathering up an armload of papier-mâché valkyrie helms. He smiled at her.

      “You intending on doing something with those?”

      She looked down. Without thinking, she had pulled her little chatelaine scissors from their holster on their chain.

      What good were those going to do? All her attempts to recreate the strange behavior of her sewing tools in Tir na nAille had been failures. The tiny things would have barely scratched the man in front of her. Embarrassed, she tucked the scissors back into place.

      “You have me at a loss, sir,” Charlotte said, trying to compose herself. “You know my name, but I am afraid I don’t know yours.”

      The man frowned at that. He was an older individual, dressed in a style a few years out of date, but otherwise impeccable. A few extra pounds clung to his frame, but overall, he looked to be in good health for a man in his sixties. His eyes crinkled up at the edges, weathered by sun.

      “Why, Charlotte, really, you don’t remember me?”

      She sighed as she got a better look at his face. Charlotte set her oil lamp down on a nearby shelf and knelt down to help him pick up the helmets. “Dr. Meyer,” she huffed. “No, I am sorry, I did not recognize you with the beard.”

      “Grew it out back in ’79. Helps me blend in with the locals while on expedition.” He scratched at his chin. “And the fifteen years since last you saw me couldn’t have helped either.”

      “Did we have an appointment? I don’t recall, but perhaps I missed some kind of correspondence, or⁠—”

      “You are quite alright, Miss Roseingrave. I thought I would come by and surprise you.”

      “It is a surprise, but a pleasant one,” she told him honestly. “Did you just arrive?”

      “On yesterday’s train. Got in a bit late, you know, and I’m afraid I’ve entirely overslept this morning. Gives me less time to oversee the temporary exhibit at the Institute, but that is what one has assistants for,” he said in that breezy way of his, the one she remembered from years ago. “I was headed that way this morning when I passed the opera house and thought, why not see if the daughter of a dear old friend might like to chat?”

      “You mean you want to know more about Mr. Leighton and the Institute,” Charlotte replied.

      He shrugged, not bothering to deny it. “He is formerly of the Academy for Psychical Inquiry, is he not? A little caution is warranted with that lot.”

      “I don’t think you’ll find answers about the Institute or Mr. Leighton here amongst the props,” Charlotte observed drily.

      The old professor laughed. “A Mr. Dunn told me I might find you down here, and you were so engrossed in your work, I did not wish to disturb you. I am sorry I gave you such a fright.”

      “It’s quite alright. We don’t get many visitors down here.” She looked around. “It’s not the most frequented place in the opera house, after all.”

      “No, I suppose this wouldn’t be, a back storage room. I can just imagine it, five thousand years from now. A new crop of archaeologists, finally breaking in with shovel and brush, examining all these strange and incongruous artifacts.” Dr. Meyer hefted one of the helmets, grinning. “Like this? What do you suppose they would make of it?”

      Charlotte smiled despite herself; his good humor always had been infectious. “It’s paper and wheat paste, Dr. Meyer. Do you suppose it would last five thousand years?”

      “Grain has been found in Egyptian tombs,” he replied, “as well as a good bit of papyrus. In the dry climate up here in Denver, I imagine quite a bit of our civilization will be preserved.”

      “Well, it would have to be a very sudden calamity to take out the entire city all at once,” she replied and took the helmet from him. “This, I doubt, will survive the performance season this year. It shall be used and broken and eventually discarded, tossed in the furnace.”

      “A pity. It’s magnificent. An amalgamation of Saxon and Viking iconography,” he observed. “And the horns, of course.”

      She smiled. “It’s for Götterdämmerung. We did the papier-mâché shells last month and are working on the detailing now.”

      “So you’re a painter too, are you Miss Roseingrave?”

      “I do what I’m asked,” she said and noticed some damage on the helmet. Papier-mâché was surprisingly sturdy, but the paint was now chipped from the fall. She would have to fix it. Yet another thing to add to her list of never-ending tasks.

      He put the last helmet back in its box and replaced the box on the shelf. “Well, I would be honored if you would accompany me to the Institute. I have the address, of course, but I have not been to Denver before. I’m afraid I might get lost.”

      Charlotte looked around. It was a Saturday and not a performance night either, so she was technically not being paid to be here. She had stopped in to drop off some finished beadwork and pick up her next piece, a vest from last year that was to be recut and fully embroidered. She had no reason to linger.

      And yet, something niggled at her. A sensation, the same sensation she had felt before. Like she wasn’t alone.

      Like something else was down here. Watching her.

      It is merely Dr. Meyer, she told herself firmly and nodded to him now. “I need to retrieve something and then I would be happy to show you to the Institute.”

      “Splendid!” he said, his smile broadening.

      She tried to smile back but couldn’t quite manage it.

      Something was definitely here.

      The sooner she left, the better.
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      Emerging out into the sunlight again from the opera house’s basement, Charlotte tilted her bonnet back for a better view of the sky. She felt much of her unease wash away.

      It was late April and spring was just now coming back to Denver. Trees were putting out leaf buds. Shrubs and bushes glowed with pink and white and purple flowers. The sun was huge in a cloudless blue sky, but the air was still cool; the heat of summer was still a month or two away. Despite the usual traffic out in the streets, the bustle of buggies and wagons and all manner of pedestrians and horses alike, it was not particularly dusty. A pleasant day to be out for a walk.

      “Those were fine helms down in the prop room,” Dr. Meyer commented as they headed south, down toward the Capitol Hill neighborhood. “Not quite as garish as some I’ve seen.”

      “Yes,” Charlotte replied. “Mr. Talbot loaned us an original Saxon model from his personal collection. We prepared all winter for a late spring production of Wagner’s Götterdämmerung, but sales were dire when the box office opened last month.” She sighed. “After last winter, everyone wants comedies. So Götterdämmerung has been moved to the fall, and for May, we’re putting on a version of La Cenerentola instead.” She sighed. “My ladies and I are very behind with the costumes.”

      “I can understand that. Wanting comedies, I mean,” Dr. Meyer mused. “It was a tough winter. Were the storms bad here?”

      “Not as bad as in other parts of the country, I’m told. I heard Kansas suffered greatly.”

      He shook his head. “It is looking to be a good year for crops, for the wheat and other things we grow at my community, but yes, the cattle industry took a bad hit. Some people are saying we shall never recover. But the City of Kansas without cattle drives, without the sound and the dust and the stench in the rail yards… It is hard to imagine.”

      “You almost sound regretful,” Charlotte replied. “I thought you abstained from meat.”

      “Oh, assuredly. Good for my figure, wouldn’t you say?” He patted his belly, smiling, as if to let her know it was alright to laugh at his joke. “But it has been a disaster for the ranchers, and not just in Kansas. Everyone from the Rio Grande down in Texas to the northern plains of Montana has been impacted by this. Change is coming. Big change. History, civilization itself, turns on such events as the storms of this past January.”

      “My sister has spoken a little of it,” Charlotte mused, recalling Celeste’s account of her January visit to Wyoming.

      Dr. Meyer perked up. “Ah, yes, Miss Celeste! How is she doing? I would love to take both of you young ladies to dinner for old times’ sake, but you mentioned she is no longer in Denver.”

      “Yes, she’s living down at Fort Carson now.”

      “Ah. Married to some dashing Army officer, is she?”

      Charlotte had asked her sister about the very same thing. More than once. Whatever her sister’s new altered state might permit, it was still unseemly, her living with a group of mostly men and not being married to any of them. Besides, Celeste’s letters over the past six months had spoken with increasing warmth toward Captain Sirok. He had seemed an honorable man to Charlotte. Why he had not done the right thing and proposed to Celeste already, Charlotte had no idea.

      Perhaps these things were handled differently among the People of the Wolf.

      “Not exactly,” Charlotte said, reciting the usual half-truth. “Celeste is working as a teacher there. With quite a bit of success, I’m told. She instructs the children in the morning and holds tutoring sessions for the younger Army men at night.”

      “That’s a good thing,” Dr. Meyer said approvingly. “Teaching is an important pursuit. The most important, one might say.”

      “Do you still hold a professorship yourself?” Charlotte asked.

      “What? No. No, of course not. Gave up my position at Notre Dame years ago and haven’t seen any need to reapply somewhere else.”

      Gave up was putting it nicely, Charlotte knew. He had been forced out of his position as the Chairman of Ancient Studies by the Jesuits there, something that Mama had said was a result of his unorthodox views on the ancient world and the emerging field of Assyriology.

      The entire affair had been quite the scandal in academic circles back East but had also been viewed as a badge of honor within the Spiritualist community. Things were sometimes funny that way; a ruined reputation in one sphere brought a man high esteem in another.

      “And you have Borderlands,” Charlotte said. “I hear circulation is up to almost a hundred thousand.”

      “Yes, can you imagine? That magazine is more valuable than any university position for informing the masses! Plus, I can now fund my own expeditions, without being beholden to some petty priests and their self-interested scheming.” He sighed. “We’re going to Assyria again this fall, you know. The Ottomans were so impressed by my contributions to last year’s Nineveh excavations, I’ve received permission to lead the first all-American expedition to the ruins of Babylon.”

      Charlotte nodded. “That’s quite the feat.”

      “You have no idea,” he replied and sighed again. “Although I’m sure the work will go underappreciated by the public at large.”

      “That’s because the public is more interested in ancient Egypt than the ancient Chaldeans.”

      “And what a crime that is! The Chaldeans are older, the Chaldeans invented the world’s first writing system, they told the first stories and built the first cities. Civilization itself flows from the Chaldeans!”

      Charlotte smiled. She remembered this same conversation from years ago, back when her family had stayed with him at his Indiana home for nearly six months. Something else that had, no doubt, gotten Dr. Meyer in trouble with his university. “But the Chaldeans don’t have the grand monuments of the Egyptians.”

      “As if that is all that matters,” he scoffed.

      “So will your lecture tonight be on your adventures in the Ottoman Empire?” Charlotte asked.

      “Hardly. I’ll mostly talk about Greece and Egypt.” And the old professor smiled at her. “It’s what the public cares about, you know.”

      Charlotte laughed and on they walked.

      The road climbed gently out of downtown, past the decrepit old cemetery of Prospect Hill and up into the Capitol Hill district, its grand homes rising from well-kept gardens.

      “I have missed you girls,” Dr. Meyer said, only a few houses away from the Institute.

      “What do you mean?” Charlotte asked.

      “You might not know this,” he told her, “but I asked your mother to marry me more than once over the years.”

      Charlotte blinked. “I did not know that.”

      “Yes, but she always said no. Said it wouldn’t be fair, that she was still in love with your father.” And he sighed dramatically. “Besides, no matter how well traveled she was here in America, I don’t believe your mother wanted to drag you girls all over the Mediterranean in search of pottery with me for half the year, every year.”

      Charlotte laughed. “Perhaps not.”

      He shook his head. “I cared for her a great deal. I am sorry she and I could not reconnect before her death.” And then he stopped. “Ah, the address from Mr. Leighton’s letter. I take it this is the place?”

      Still trying to get her head around the professor’s previous statement, Charlotte had to double-check. The gaudy mansion in front of them had once been the personal home of one Mr. Barton, an eccentric silver baron. Now it served an entirely different purpose. “Yes, this is it.”

      “Wonderful,” Dr. Meyer said, and without looking to see if she was coming, headed up the steps.

      A light spring breeze whipped up along the street, rustling through Charlotte’s starched petticoats. The still-naked branches of trees swayed overhead, heavy with the green buds of new leaves. For a moment, Charlotte could almost hear the sound of running water, murmuring with a thousand forgotten voices. She smelled the scent of strong smoke, felt another sun on her face, tasted the air of a place that was not this place.

      And through it all was a presence.

      A presence, stronger now than it had been in the dark basement of the opera house.

      “Miss Roseingrave! Are you coming?”

      Dr. Meyer’s voice broke through her reverie. “Yes, just enjoying the morning!” she called back, and headed for the Institute steps.

      Whatever it was that was watching her, whatever entity had found her, she would deal with it in due time.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter Two

        

      

    

    
      “Careful, careful with that!” Thomas exclaimed, rushing over to where a pair of porters were lugging a huge wooden crate into the foyer. “Do you have any idea what’s in this box?”

      “Don’t know, Mr. Leighton,” one of the young men said, and they set it down. He removed his cap and wiped his forehead with his sleeve. “But it sure is heavy, ain’t it?”

      Several of the other men milling about the main floor of the house laughed. Thomas huffed, checking the label on the crate. “This, my good man,” he said, patting the top, “is a funerary stela from the Nineteenth Dynasty of ancient Egypt. Irreplaceable.”

      “Expensive?” one of the others asked, a gleam in his eye.

      “All this collection cost a fortune to assemble,” Thomas replied, waving a hand around, distressed at the state of things. He only had a few hours to finish preparations, and just look at the mess.

      Storage crates and packing straw littered the front hall of the Institute. Mrs. Coulton, along with a small army of hired girls, were doing an admirable job of sorting, dusting, and arranging the emerging artifacts by type, but they could only go off what things looked like.

      Thomas had already had to correct several errors, like them placing Etruscan pottery alongside Greek, or mixing up a collection of Egyptian shabtis with grave goods from Mesopotamia. Even with additional furniture brought down from upstairs, there wasn’t nearly enough space to hold everything properly, and the tables and desks and shelves of both the foyer proper and several smaller surrounding rooms were already full to bursting.

      How was he supposed to make this presentable by seven o’clock tonight?

      “A fortune, to those who will pay for it,” a female voice said, and he looked up from his contemplation of the stela to find Miss Roseingrave standing in the doorway, removing her bonnet. “But there aren’t many buyers for things such as these west of the Mississippi, and any of them would rather notify the sheriff than pay you for stolen property.”

      “I didn’t mean nuthin’ like that,” the young man said defensively, flushing anyway. “I just never seen such things on display.”

      “Not quite on display yet, I’d say,” commented the gentleman standing next to Miss Roseingrave, a tall man with gray hair who carried his extra weight with a kind of confident thoughtlessness. “But it seems you boys are working quite hard at it.”

      “We’ve got a whole other wagon to unload,” one of the porters agreed, pointing down to the front drive.

      “Then by all means, don’t let me keep you,” the tall gentleman said. The porters all looked at each other. “Go,” he said, a bit more forcefully this time. “I’d like to confer with the curator here without all this noise.”

      The porters took the hint, as did Mrs. Coulton and one of her hired girls. Everyone vanished from the entrance hall as if cast out by some genie’s spell.

      “I see you still have your knack with people,” Miss Roseingrave said, looking to the older man.

      “Yes, well, I have managed many an excavation over the years,” came the reply. “One learns how to make one’s will known, doesn’t he? The antiquities can suffer otherwise.”

      Thomas’s brain finally caught up to what was going on. “Ah, Dr. Meyer, I presume?” he asked, coming over and offering his hand.

      “One and the same,” the professor replied, shaking Thomas’s hand with great enthusiasm. “And you are the Thomas Leighton I have heard so much about.”

      Miss Roseingrave hid her smile behind a gloved hand, and Thomas was suddenly painfully aware of how he looked. He was down to his shirtsleeves, jacket and vest banished to his chair in the Institute’s main library in order that he might not mess them up as he worked. He was sweaty and straw was clinging to him all over, the product of feverish digs through the packing crates. She, however, looked lovely as ever in a navy-blue wool dress.

      But it was Dr. Meyer who was talking to him, and Thomas did not wish to be rude to such an esteemed guest.

      “I, ah, you’ve heard about me.”

      The professor dropped his hand. “Of course!” he exclaimed and went over to the table where Mrs. Coulton and the girls had been unpacking the smaller items. “Miss Charlotte here may have made the introduction via letter, and I have enjoyed our correspondence this winter, but I certainly did ask a few of my friends about you.” He picked up one of the smaller artifacts, a Greek amphora. “I always find it best to do my own research about a man’s background.”

      “And what did you learn?”

      “Nothing bad,” the professor said with a smile. “And much good. At least, for one who is yet to really make his own reputation. But I like that in a man. Ambition, potential, and a solid grounding in scholarship. We need more of that out West, if you ask me. Civilization isn’t just about buildings and courts and government, but knowledge!”

      “I am grateful you agreed to give this lecture,” Thomas said, a bit dazed by the rapid-fire conversation. “I know the pay is not necessarily what it might be back East, from what Miss Roseingrave has told me, but⁠—”

      “Pay? Pfft, I’m not worried about that. Although I will happily take the money. I intend to invest in a combine harvester this year.” He picked up one of the shabtis, recently freed from its straw prison. “We should sort these by dynasty, if we have the time. I always like to show the evolution of craftsmanship. Far too many people think that ancient Egypt sprang from the Nile fully formed and lasted unaltered for three thousand years.”

      “If we have time,” Thomas said, looking around again. “I would like a week to organize all of this.”

      “Yes, well,” Dr. Meyer said, setting the small Egyptian grave figurine down again, “I prefer to travel with my antiquities if possible. I’d ride with them in the boxcar if the railroads would let me.” And he chuckled again.

      “It does seem like an awful lot to put out just for one lecture,” Miss Roseingrave said.

      “It is a bit overkill,” Dr. Meyer agreed, “but I am told this is the first lecture that this Rocky Mountain Psychical Institute is putting on, and we want to leave Denver with a positive impression, do we not? Overwhelm them, Miss Roseingrave. Give the papers something to write about, give the local Spiritualist community something to talk about…”

      “And impress upon the rest of the city that this is a scholarly, scientific place,” Miss Roseingrave said, somewhat bemused.

      “Precisely,” Dr. Meyer agreed. He turned to Thomas. “It’s as we discussed in our letters. What separates my work and my periodical from something like the Banner of Light out of Boston’s Enlightenment Temple is that I seek more than just ghost stories and séances. If we’re to understand the true nature of the psychical world, we must understand the full breadth of mankind’s interaction with it. That means reaching into the past where”—and he paused for a moment to adjust a Grecian urn—“people had a much less restrictive understanding of the true nature of the spirit world.” He chuckled. “It’s also less objectionable, because how can anyone protest a discussion of history?”

      “I agree, the past lends context and credibility to the present,” Thomas nodded. “But I must agree with Miss Roseingrave as well. This is quite a lot to set up.”

      Dr. Meyer checked his pocket watch. “Don’t worry, we still have at least eight hours to work. I shall give you a hand and get this a bit better organized. Miss Charlotte?”

      Miss Roseingrave seemed almost startled when Dr. Meyer spoke to her, visibly shaking herself. “Oh, my apologies, I was lost in thought,” she said. “But yes, help with this? I would be glad to.”

      “Excellent,” Dr. Meyer enthused. “See? We cannot fail.”

      Thomas looked around. Failure seemed quite possible, perhaps even inevitable, but there was nothing else to do but try.
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      Over the course of the day, Thomas learned a few things.

      Dr. Meyer would no doubt give an excellent presentation, to the benefit of the Institute.

      He was a consummate storyteller who had lived a fascinating life and was perfectly comfortable conversing about anything and everything. Miss Roseingrave had helped Thomas plan out this summer lecture series, and she had been insistent that Dr. Meyer was the perfect inaugural speaker. The burgeoning middle and upper classes of America, Miss Roseingrave had said, were always looking for new entertainment, and public lectures about everything from steam engines to the Society of People Against Cruelty to Animals were quite popular. A lecture that combined ancient history, exotic travel, and Spiritualism, given by such a charismatic professor, would no doubt be the talk of the town for weeks.

      Dr. Meyer, true to his word, was also exceptionally good at organizing work crews. In only half an hour, he had gotten the last wagon unloaded, all items moved into the house and sorted by type, as well as redirected Mrs. Coulton’s little army of female help so effectively that Mrs. Coulton had been able to go back to the kitchen to work on the rest of the preparations for the evening. Dr. Meyer likewise reworked the furniture layout for maximum display space and mapped out where every artifact needed to go. Thomas found the whole thing impressive and said so.

      “Don’t sell yourself short, Mr. Leighton,” the former professor said breezily. “I give lectures all over the country and have for years. I have a system in place. Don’t worry, this will soon be old hat for you as well.”

      Thomas wasn’t sure about that; people, with all their needs and expectations, had never been his forte. And the idea of holding events of this size once a week for an entire summer was daunting. But then, he reasoned, Dr. Meyer’s strategy here was to overwhelm the attendees with a truly impressive display. Subsequent lectures would not require anything near this level of stage-dressing.

      Miss Roseingrave, too, was obviously familiar with how to organize such a soiree. She handled the deliveries of wine and ice for the kitchen and ensured that there was adequate seating in the new lecture hall. She was quite busy all day, moving from room to room ceaselessly, but it was only after a late lunch of cold chicken, greenhouse tomatoes, and fresh cottage cheese that Thomas realized what she was really doing.

      She was avoiding the artifacts in the main rooms.

      Every once in a while she would stop at a table, pick up a figurine or a piece of pottery, then set it down and hurry on about her business, wiping her hands on the apron she had borrowed from Mrs. Coulton.

      Strange. It made him wonder if there was something in one of the artifacts that Dr. Meyer had brought with him. As fascinating a possibility as that was, Thomas hoped it was not the case.

      Tonight was to be the first lecture given at the Institute. They needed to leave an impression on the town. A good impression. They could not afford some kind of supernatural disaster.

      Thomas did not get a chance to speak with Miss Roseingrave about whatever she was seeing. All too soon, the shadows through the western windows were getting long and the grandfather clock in the foyer was displaying half past five.

      Two of the girls were furiously sweeping the last of the packing straw from the polished oakwood floor, another was on her hands and knees, picking smaller bits out of the carpet in the old parlor, and a group of waiters, hired in for the night, were back in the kitchen taking direction from a sweaty and clearly irate Mrs. Coulton. Dr. Meyer had retired about an hour ago with his own dinner.

      Thomas needed to change into a fresh shirt and his better suit.

      Instead, he went looking for Miss Roseingrave. Just in case something was indeed wrong.

      He found her in the lecture hall. It sat on the south side of the house and boasted an impressive set of windows. The ballroom was the largest room in the house and had made the most sense to convert to a lecture hall. Thomas had had a small platform erected at one end, and thanks to recent deliveries, there were enough chairs to seat seventy-five guests. Thomas doubted it would be enough for the night. They had almost double that number of tickets sold. It would be a tight squeeze, and no doubt some of the audience would have to stand.

      Miss Roseingrave was in the middle of that sea of seating, making minute little adjustments. Her hair had fallen out of its coif over the course of the day, copper strands glowing in the late afternoon night.

      “May I give you a hand with anything?” Thomas asked.

      “No, no, I’m just fussing,” she replied, turning to face him. “I wanted to get these chairs a little more in order.”

      “The chairs are fine,” he told her. “Who knows, perhaps we won’t have the turnout we expect. The tickets were only five cents, after all.”

      She shook her head and tried tucking a few escaped strands of hair back in with the rest. It only made her coif all the messier. “Mr. Leighton, I will be surprised if the whole city doesn’t turn out for this.”

      “I am not sure if that would be good or bad.” And he hesitated. “I hate to ask, but I have noticed you handling a few of the artifacts today, and I was curious if⁠—”

      “We have another cursed piece on our hands?” she asked. “No, I don’t think so.”

      “Then it’s been mere curiosity?”

      Miss Roseingrave didn’t answer for a moment or two. “I believe I have felt…something today. But I cannot pinpoint its origin. It is all quite frustrating.”

      “Indeed?” he asked and meant to ask more. But then, out in the foyer, a knock sounded. Thomas sighed. “Sounds like our first guests are here.”

      “You should change your jacket,” Miss Roseingrave said and patted her head. “And I should fix this mess of my hair.”

      “You look lovely,” Thomas told her. She raised an eyebrow, and he cleared his throat. “I mean, you are right, I should go make myself more presentable. But please tell me, are we going to have a problem tonight?”

      Her eyes got a little distant. “I don’t know,” she said. “I just don’t know.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter Three

        

      

    

    
      Charlotte did not usually care for lectures.

      They were a popular form of entertainment, to be sure. Some lecturers would book out months, even years in advance. Mama had crossed paths with many such people over the years, attended and even spoken at a few herself. But even though it was far more honest than medium work, Charlotte had never felt any affinity for it.

      Listening to Dr. Meyer speak, however, was always a treat. He was a consummate showman. Erudite, well-studied, and well-traveled, he possessed a depth of true knowledge in the fields of archaeology and classical languages that not many could claim. He carried no notes, but spoke off the cuff, and his manner was relaxed and inviting. He always had another anecdote to offer that reinforced the audience’s perception of his expertise but was not afraid to be self-deprecating. He followed up facts with humor, humor with analysis, analysis with conclusions that, once reached, seemed the height of wisdom. He spoke not as a man up on a stage talking to a crowd, but as if he was sitting across from another at dinner, having a private, personal discussion. He drew the audience in, took them by the hand, and led them away to adventure.

      But tonight, Charlotte found herself unable to enjoy it. His tales of secret desert liaisons and excavations in exotic locales might have been enthralling to the Denver audience, but such things only aggravated her sense of unease.

      She kept having flashes of the same thing: a wide, slow river, muddy green fields framed by vast dunes and barren rocky scarps, and a figure in a boat, watching her, watching her from across the water. The sun—too hot, too harsh—hanging over it all.

      As Dr. Meyer was recounting a near-fatal run-in with an Ottoman patrol on the banks of the Euphrates, she could bear no more and silently excused herself from the room.

      It didn’t help. She could still hear the river, loud in her mind, as she closed the lecture hall door behind her. Her stomach was roiling too, quite violently.

      “Please tell me they’re not done early,” Mrs. Coulton commented as Charlotte came into the kitchen. The housekeeper had a whole mess of raw plucked quail laid out on the prep table, herself and one of the hired girls fussing over them with herbs and breadcrumbs and butcher’s string.

      “They’re not,” Charlotte said, and went for one of the fresh loaves of bread on the sideboard.

      Mrs. Coulton shot her a nasty look as she cut herself off a hunk. “That’s for the reception dinner.”

      “I’m sorry, I need something to settle my stomach,” she apologized.

      The housekeeper’s face softened a bit. “You do look peckish. Everything alright?”

      Charlotte shook her head, closing her eyes for a moment. The river was still there. She opened them again. “Just too much exertion today, I think,” she lied.

      Mrs. Coulton just snorted and got back to her work.
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      Dr. Meyer could talk the ears off an audience, Charlotte knew, but he also had an impeccable sense of timing. Thus, at eight o’clock sharp, the sound of voices spilled out into the main halls of the Institute; he had concluded his lecture precisely on schedule.

      Charlotte was still in the kitchen, seated off to the side in the warm space, taking in the rich scents of a dinner she knew she wouldn’t be able to stomach, when the noise reached her. A cup of mint tea was going cold by her elbow; Mrs. Coulton had begrudgingly allowed Charlotte to use the kettle.

      She eased herself out of her chair now. “I suppose I ought to go thank the professor for his time,” she said with a sigh.

      “The reception dinner will begin promptly in twenty-five minutes,” Mrs. Coulton said, fussing now over some fruit-and-cheese platters. “Be sure to remind them of that for me.”

      “I will,” Charlotte promised, and, with one last sip of lukewarm tea, headed back out into the chaos.

      The main hall of the Institute was packed with people, all milling about, looking at the artifacts or talking amongst themself in small clusters. There were a few individuals who Charlotte recognized, people from the neighborhood who were no doubt curious—or worried—about the recent repurposing of Mr. Barton’s mansion. Most others, however, she didn’t know. People from all walks of life, judging by their clothing, wealthy woman in fine silk faille gowns studying Egyptian artifacts right next to the wives of shopkeepers or even miners, sharing observations, laughing as they talked.

      It was exactly what Charlotte had thought would happen.

      Everyone liked a good lecture, and Denver’s social scene was sorely lacking in such events. She only hoped it helped bring a measure of respectability and acceptance to the Institute. Mr. Leighton’s vision for the place, being a respectable research foundation, was laudable. Important, even.

      Looking around the crowd now, Charlotte found who she was looking for: Mr. Leighton, over near the study, with Arthur Talbot and Reverend Hinkle and several other people she did not recognize. Making for them through the dispersing crowd, she could just hear their voices.

      “I admit, I was not sure about your choice for our first lecture,” Mr. Talbot was saying, brandy in hand, “but it was actually quite fascinating.”

      Mr. Leighton nodded. “It was a difficult choice, and to be sure, I have a wide variety of lecturers lined up for this year. With Miss Roseingrave’s help, of course.” The English researcher turned to her just as she walked up.

      “Of course,” Mr. Talbot replied, smiling at Charlotte. “It was a wonderful choice.”

      “What did you think of it, Reverend?” Charlotte asked gently, speaking to the Methodist minister, currently examining one of the artifacts on the table. It was a fired clay tablet, a small thing impressed with a surprisingly fine carving of a woman with outstretched arms and two sets of wings. Some sort of ancient goddess, Charlotte surmised.

      The minister looked at her, then at Mr. Leighton. “I was wondering about the professor’s choice to finish the lecture with the Chaldeans.”

      “You may ask him yourself,” Mr. Leighton said mildly.

      “It appears that Denver University’s history department is intent on monopolizing all his time this evening,” Reverend Hinkle said and nodded over to where Dr. Meyer was speaking quite enthusiastically to a small group of men. “Give me your best guess in his absence, Mr. Leighton.”

      “Well, they are the oldest civilization known to science,” Mr. Leighton replied thoughtfully, “and quite significant, especially when we consider, as he said, the deep connections between their mythology and the Bible. The power of Rome or Greece we all know quite well⁠—”

      “Yes, we do,” Mr. Talbot grumbled.

      Mr. Leighton didn’t even pause. “—but the Chaldean contributions to our culture are equally worthy of exploration.”

      “So you don’t see any issue with potentially accusing the original writers of the Bible of stealing from pagan sources?” Reverend Hinkle asked.

      Mr. Leighton blinked, and Charlotte could tell by the expression on his face that he was about to say something entirely inadvisable.

      “Nobody is saying anything of the sort, Reverend,” Charlotte said, jumping in. “Indeed, I think it validates the Bible immensely when you consider that events such as the Deluge are confirmed by other regional sources. The fact that they interpreted them through their own pagan lens is regrettable but understandable, don’t you think?”

      “That is indeed the prevailing theory among professional archaeologists,” Mr. Leighton agreed quickly, looking somewhat relieved.

      “Then why don’t you invite one of them, instead of the crackpot who runs the Abydos Commune?” Reverend Hinkle asked pointedly.

      “I do have a lecturer from the Smithsonian confirmed for August,” Mr. Leighton said, “but he will be giving a review of Renaissance art. Perhaps that would be more to your taste?”

      The minister frowned. “Are you inviting me back?”

      “Of course,” Mr. Leighton said. “My aim is not to restrict our lecture program to only ardent Spiritualists, nor to evangelize such beliefs. I do believe, though, that in the spirit of scientific inquiry, we must examine a wide breadth of the human experience, even things that in less enlightened times we might have feared as…as superstition.”

      Reverend Hinkle clearly thought about that. “And what would you do, if your explorations of this breadth of human experience took you somewhere dangerous?”

      “If God is with us,” Charlotte said, “then nothing can hurt us.”

      He looked between them and then chuckled. “Alright, I shall return. And I did find the lecture quite fascinating. We shall see, both of you, what this place becomes.”

      After he was gone, Mr. Talbot breathed a sigh of relief. “At least that’s over with,” he said. “It’s a terrible burden he carries, being the self-appointed arbiter of morality out here.” And the banker checked his pocket watch. “It is almost reception time, is it not?”

      Mr. Leighton glanced at the grandfather clock, up over the heads of the crowd. “Ah, it is. Mrs. Coulton will be quite irate if we miss supper. You mentioned you had a few other guests tonight, Mr. Talbot?”

      “Yes, yes, it looks like they are enjoying the displays over there with my wife,” he said, and pointed. “If you’ll excuse me, I’ll meet you in the main dining room with them in a few minutes.”

      Charlotte glanced back down at the tablet. Hesitating for a moment, she reached out and brushed her fingers across it.

      She had another flash. This time, not of the river or the barge but a grand space, like some great square in the middle of a city, dark and still, lit only by weak moonlight. And in it, Charlotte heard the snorting of some gigantic beast beyond the shadows, restlessly pawing at the parched earth. It was⁠—

      She pulled her hand back, fingers curling into her palm. That female figure stood proud on the tablet, mocking her. Charlotte had the sudden desire to smash a fist through the thing.

      “What is it?” Mr. Leighton asked her.

      “Nothing,” she lied and then sighed. “Or at least, nothing I can make sense of.”

      The British researcher nodded, offered her his elbow. “May I escort you to dinner?”

      “If I can stomach it,” she replied and slipped her arm into his.
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      Hosting a dinner party was something that Thomas was quite unfamiliar with. Neither the seminary nor his time at Cambridge had prepared him for managing that kind of complex social event. But they were expected; half of the Institute’s board members were in town at the moment, and they had all wanted an opportunity to speak with their first guest lecturer in a more intimate setting than the lecture hall. Thomas had been at a loss as to how to facilitate that when Miss Roseingrave had suggested a dinner.

      Fortunately, Mrs. Coulton had a great deal of experience in handling such events. Mr. Barton, her previous employer, had done quite a bit of entertaining. Thomas had let her work out the details with Miss Roseingrave and Mrs. Talbot, who had mercifully stepped into the hostess role.

      Thomas had assumed the dinner would be confined to Spiritualists, Institute patrons who’d want to talk to Dr. Meyer more directly about the psychical aspects of his work. The former university professor had deliberately downplayed that during his speech that evening. But Mr. Talbot had brought along a few additional people at the last minute.

      The impact of that became clear to Thomas as they were all filtering into the dining room.

      “Did I detect a bit of an accent earlier?” one of Mr. Talbot’s associates asked, coming up alongside Thomas. “London, I might guess?”

      Thomas nodded, looking for his seat. “Cambridge, actually. And yourself? Scottish?”

      “Edinburgh, yes,” the other man confirmed. “Colum McGavin. I’m here in the States taking care of some business. I’m glad Mr. Talbot extended me this invitation tonight. A bit of a diversion, isn’t it?” He cast an arm around. “I didn’t expect to see anything quite this nice this far out in the American hinterlands.”

      “I’ve been surprised by what I’ve found out here myself,” Thomas replied.

      It was louder than he meant, because it caught the attention of somebody else. “And why’s that?”

      The accent was remarkably similar to Captain Sirok’s. Texan, if Thomas wasn’t mistaken. A tall man, lean and broad-shouldered, face sunburnt and hands rough from a lifetime of hard work. His suit was serviceable, albeit a bit worn. Thomas wondered if he was insulted. But no, the man was smiling.

      “I’m sorry,” Thomas said, “I didn’t catch your name earlier.”

      “Isaiah Bailey.” The man smiled back, and he offered his hand, nearly over a tray of drinks being carried by one of the night’s hired help. His grip, when Thomas took it, was like iron. “And don’t you worry ’bout it. I’m amazed at Denver myself. Got in a few days ago, and whoo-ee, this town has grown up.”

      “That it has,” the woman beside him said.

      “Pardon me for my rudeness,” Mr. Bailey said and gestured grandly at the woman. “Mr. Leighton, this is my wife Josephine, and a finer example of Western womanhood you’ll not find anywhere, I assure you.”

      She slapped his arm lightly. “Isaiah, what do I have to do to stop you from introducin’ me to strangers like that?”

      “Ain’t nothin’ you can do, love,” he replied with a smile, “’cept stop bein’ you, and that would be a damn shame.”

      Mrs. Bailey looked much the same as her husband: tall, lean, a prematurely wrinkled face speaking to a lifetime of hard work outdoors, graying hair swept back into a simple bun. She also wore a dress that, while silk, was several years out of date and did not quite fit her right. It was if she was uncomfortable with the very notion of it and kept it banished to some wardrobe except in cases of extreme necessity.

      “You must forgive him. He is absolutely incorrigible at times,” she said, and patted her husband’s arm, eyes hardening a little as she looked at him. “Even right now.”

      “What better time for a bit of humor than right now?” her husband said and nodded to Thomas. “Laughter keeps us sane, you know.”

      “What time is that?” Thomas asked, unsure of himself now.

      Several of the other dinner guests, Denver locals mostly, looked curious themselves. A few, Mr. Talbot’s guests, just shook their heads.

      The banker sighed and stepped into the conversation. “Mr. McGavin is here in our fine country right now to inspect the ranch that those two”—and he nodded after the Baileys—“run for our group. Isaiah Bailey is the ranch boss for the Erech Land and Cattle Company, down in the Panhandle.” At Thomas’s confused expression, he added, “The Texas Panhandle. Northern top of the state. Cattle country. Apparently the group McGavin represents back in your country doesn’t believe the figures I’ve been putting in my dispatches to them.”

      “No, we don’t,” Mr. McGavin confirmed, grabbing a glass of chilled chardonnay from a passing tray. “It’s unbelievable.”

      “They’re calling it the Great Die-Up,” Mr. Talbot agreed. “Up to ninety percent of the cattle down there died. I just pray the numbers are exaggerated.”

      “I’ve been watching the stockyards this spring, and I assure you, they are not. The losses, I mean.”

      That was Mr. Talbot’s final guest, a rather portly man in his early sixties, hair and beard long gone gray but eyes keen, sharp. He had a fine suit on, well-tailored for his abundant frame and cut in the latest style. He reminded Thomas of some of the landed aristocracy he’d dealt with back in London, entitled and self-assured. That guest had already found himself a seat at the table, leaning back in the chair like he owned the place.

      “Any of Erech’s cattle would be going to Fort Worth,” Mr. Talbot said mildly.

      “I own twenty percent of those yards as well. So far, we’re averaging about twenty to forty percent of the numbers we saw last year or the year before.”

      “Forty percent doesn’t seem too terrible,” Thomas observed.

      The older man sniffed and sipped his wine. “It’s a disaster, and an indication of more disaster to come. Ranchers are liquidating their herds in an effort to pay off mortgages and old loans and whatnot.”

      “Or to keep the investors happy,” Mr. Talbot replied drily.

      “I would settle for forty percent out of Erech, but the Baileys refuse to liquidate,” he grumbled.

      “Liquidatin’s no good strategy,” the ranch boss said. “Can’t build the herd back up if there ain’t no herd left.”

      “Who said we were going to build it back up?” the older man asked, voice icy.

      “Mr. Foucault, when we first discussed the idea of a partnership, damn near a decade ago, and expanded the ranch to what it is today, I assured you that I would take care of the messy end of things. Raisin’ those cattle and whatnot.” The rancher smiled and pulled out a chair for his wife. “You gotta trust my judgement here.”

      “Trusting your judgment has already brought us nearly to ruin,” the man, Mr. Foucault, snapped. “I do not believe it is a good idea to continue the way we have been going.”

      Mr. Bailey’s face twitched. “Well,” he said, trying to recover himself, “that’s your opinion, but one I aim to convince you ain’t necessary.”

      “You can try,” Mr. Foucault replied, then, quite deliberately, turned to Dr. Meyer, who’d been watching the whole thing with a bemused expression on his face. “A most interesting lecture tonight, Dr. Meyer. Although I must say, I’m surprised to see you all the way out here in Colorado.”

      “Why’s that? Abydos is my home, not my prison,” the professor replied calmly. “Although I know there are a few people back home in Kansas who might prefer it otherwise.”

      “On the contrary,” Mr. Foucault said. “I find your financial model fascinating. Using the unpaid labor of your community’s citizens to help fund your own ambitions.”

      “Everyone at Abydos is proud to contribute to the mission of furthering our understanding of the past,” Dr. Meyer said expansively. “Nobody goes hungry. Everyone is cared for.”

      “I’m just saying, there have been questions raised,” Mr. Foucault replied. “By other people, of course.”

      “One might say the same about you,” Dr. Meyer said pointedly, eyes bright.

      Mrs. Talbot coughed then, smiling quite deliberately as she wrenched the conversation away from what was surely becoming dangerous territory. “I was wondering, Professor, about the excavations in Nineveh. Did you really help uncover Ashurbanipal’s lost library?”

      “I did indeed, ma’am.”

      “I would love to hear more about that,” she said, looking at her husband and Mr. McGavin quite pointedly, “after we are all sat for dinner.”

      Even Thomas didn’t miss that hint.

      The business discussion ceased.

      “I apologize for that,” Mr. Talbot said in a low voice as he took a seat next to Thomas. “Nerves are a bit frayed right now.”

      The forwardness of Americans was something Thomas didn’t ever think he’d get used to. He didn’t say so, though, just looked down to the end of the table, where Mr. Foucault was speaking to one of the local board members. “I don’t believe I’ve seen him around town before.”

      “That’s because Richard Foucault is from the City of Kansas. We knew each other as young men just starting out. I was working at a bank in town, and he had just inherited a very messy dry goods business from his late father. I managed to secure him a more generous line of credit than his assets warranted, he managed to make the payments early, and we’ve had a good working relationship ever since,” Mr. Talbot replied quietly. “With my daughter due to give birth soon, I did not wish to travel there for a business discussion, so he agreed to come up here instead.”

      “Ah,” Thomas said, “to talk about your ranch’s losses, I presume. I didn’t know you were in cattle.”

      “Only a fool keeps his money in one industry. Diversification of one’s investments, Mr. Leighton. That’s the key to properly growing your wealth.”

      “I’ll keep that in mind,” Thomas replied wryly. He had a decent wage and a good place to live. His savings, such as they were at the moment, were going in one of the local banks. That was as far as anything would go for him right now.

      Mr. Talbot didn’t seem to notice the sarcasm. “I’m a minority stakeholder in Erech, only ten percent, but McGavin’s group owns a thirty-five percent stake in the ranch, Foucault nearly forty. The losses for them each add up to hundreds of thousands of dollars.”

      “I can barely wrap my head around a number like that,” Thomas admitted.

      “There are a lot of angry investors right now, across the States and even in Europe, if you can believe it,” Mr. Talbot said, shaking his head. “An absolute mess. Mr. McGavin and I will accompany the Baileys back down to Erech in a few days to see for ourselves. But between you and me, I’m not optimistic about what we shall find.”

      Just then, a bell sounded in the crowded dining room.

      Finally, Thomas thought, relieved. Supper.
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      For all the initial tension, once everyone was seated and the courses began to be served, the reception dinner for Dr. Meyer went off without a hitch.

      It was a fine meal, well prepared and well served, if not particularly extravagant. A starter of classic mushroom canapés, followed by fresh greenhouse salad. The fish course was rainbow trout, something Thomas had become quite fond of, followed by a main of venison. Rounding out the dinner now was an assortment of fruit preserves, cheeses, fresh bread, and other small morsels which Mrs. Coulton had been able to source on their somewhat limited budget. Thomas did not want to be accused of wasting Institute funds, not even for this reception.

      There were no complaints about the food. And Dr. Meyer was, as Miss Roseingrave had promised he would be, an electrifying presence, one who seemed to have the whole table in the palm of his hand.

      Thomas was grateful for it. He was already exhausted. Large crowds were hardly his forte, and the preparation for this evening had been more intense than he had expected. The rest of the summer’s lectures, he promised himself, would be simpler. Just a lecture, no exhibition of artifacts, no evening reception, nothing to organize but a speech and tickets and the speaker’s fee.

      Simple things were best sometimes.

      The conversation stayed pleasant at least, with Dr. Meyer doing much of the talking. He told more anecdotes about his expeditions, including giving a lengthy monologue in response to Mrs. Talbot’s question about the discovery of the great library at Nineveh. But even as he descended into a grand description of opening up the rooms for the first time, somebody started coughing.

      Mr. Bailey.

      His wife reached for him in concern, but he waved her hand away and reached for his wine instead. Taking a sip, he coughed a little more.

      “Are you alright?” Mrs. Talbot asked.

      He cleared his throat. His voice was rough when he spoke. “Perfectly fine, ma’am. Just ain’t used to a meal this nice.” And he looked to Thomas. “I hate to be rude, but…”

      “Through the doors and down the servants’ hall to the left,” Thomas replied, understanding what he was asking.

      “Thank ya,” the rancher replied, and stood quickly, throwing his napkin down and moving rather quickly, almost stumbling from the room.

      Mrs. Bailey glanced after him at the doors, then back to the table. With a sigh, she moved his napkin from beside his plate to the seat of his chair.

      “You’ll have to pardon my husband,” she said, and Thomas realized she was addressing Dr. Meyer directly. “It’s been a very trying year and we’re both quite exhausted.”

      “I can understand that,” he said. “It was all we could do to keep our dairy cows alive last winter, and we had a good supply of hay laid away.”

      Unconsciously, he glanced over to where Miss Roseingrave had been sitting, hoping to get her opinion on all this. She had known Dr. Meyer since she was a girl, after all. But she was no longer there.

      He thought about how distracted she’d been earlier, her words of concern about some object being cursed, and realized…

      Blast it.
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      Finally, Charlotte could stand it no longer.

      Through all the small talk and the banter and the wine, she had been growing steadily more uncomfortable. That vision of the city, blasted with white-hot desert light, something lurking in the deep shadows, would not leave her alone. If she closed her eyes, that was all she saw. She had been trying to control this Sight herself, to learn how not to listen or look when she did not wish to, but it was physically painful to ignore such a strong vision for too long.

      And so for an hour, she suffered.

      But when Mr. Bailey excused himself, she could stand it no longer. It was as if some great hook had fastened itself in her belly.

      She had to go.

      She had to go now.

      She looked around the table. They were talking about cattle now, a thoroughly mundane subject that appeared to have everyone’s full attention. All distracted. None looking to her.

      So silently, Charlotte let herself be pulled out of the dining room.

      Once she got moving, the painful tug in her gut was better. As if this was necessary. As if there was something she was supposed to do, something she had to witness.

      “Let me see only what is necessary,” she muttered to herself, not sure if it was a personal resolution or a prayer or something in between. This Sight was a power she did not want, but one that she had inherited nonetheless. And at the moment, she could not ignore it for anything in the world. “Let me do only good.”

      It settled her mind a bit. But the fear did not abate.

      The sensation pulled Charlotte through the Institute, through the mercifully empty main hall and past Dr. Meyer’s temporary exhibits. It took her down that servants’ hallway Mr. Leighton had
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