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To Emily and Veruska.
Thank you for making this make sense.
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Prologue


The first time I met the love of my life, he died in my arms. 
Of course, I didn’t know he was the love of my life then, nor that it was only the first of many meetings, but still, one can only imagine how distressing I found the event at the time. Finding oneself covered in blood and holding a dead copper would vex a more self-possessed man than I.
But I have had my ear flicked more than once for sneaking a glance at the end of a book before going back to read only the interesting bits and I fear I may be recounting this the same way, all out of order and without the necessary context, so I shall begin at the beginning.
An introduction:
I go by the name of Cairo Malachi. My mother was the consummate banker’s wife, a pillar of her community. But my father was a banker second and a Yorkshireman first. I once witnessed him pull his own tooth rather than pay for a dentist. After all, he had the same tools in the garden shed, why waste money on a medical man when he could do the job himself?
As one could easily surmise, ours was a cold and miserable household. Having received a copy of A Christmas Carol from a relative, I spent much of my childhood praying my father would receive the same ghostly visitations and mend his ways, but no life-changing apparitions ever appeared. 
They do say to be careful what you wish for, and the irony of my prayers has not been lost on me. 
Because of my father’s parsimony, as a young lad I became adept at palming what coins and bills I could, without which my mother would have been unable to pay what few staff we had or afford meat from any animal that didn’t meow, bark, or squeak. Few visitors to our home left without their coat pockets or purses somewhat lighter, even if my hands appeared to remain in view at all times. My skills only developed further once my father had me sent to the finest boarding schools that the least amount of money could buy. There my ability to swipe an extra roll at dinner or the keys to a particularly hateful teacher’s personal quarters made me quite popular amongst my fellows. 
So popular in fact, that I was expelled from several institutions for only vaguely specified reasons. It was on one of these periods home between educations that my father caught me with one of his clerks in the shed, surrounded by garden tools but very little clothing, and tossed me out without a penny to my name. 
By spinning tales of lost pocketbooks, unrepentant thieves, and other calamities to earn myself a hot meal or explain my lack of train ticket, I made my way to London. There I learned the meaning of true misery. I assumed a bigger city would offer plenty of opportunities to a mostly educated yet penniless lad with no references or letters of introduction. How wrong I was. 
I soon found myself falling back on my old habits, as while the city had little to offer a hardworking man, opportunities abounded for a light-fingered one. While my petty thefts sustained me, they also left me with ample time to think up grander plans and more complicated schemes. Within a year or two, I counted myself the most brilliant swindler walking the streets of London.
So of course it was only a matter of time before I was hauled before a magistrate. 
I was lucky. Perhaps it was because of my clear breeding and good manners, or because of my weeping like a child as the full immensity of the tatters of my life struck me, but the magistrate was lenient and sentenced me to only three years.
My time in Newgate was unpleasant and I will not speak of it here. Suffice to say, I emerged as rangy as an alley cat and twice as skittish.
Perversely, my skills only increased while incarcerated, surrounded as I was by experts in the field. When I finally breathed free air, I could have stolen a parson's Bible in the middle of a sermon with his congregation none the wiser.
However, I’d lost my taste for criminal enterprise. Truth be told, the idea of being caught and sent back to that stinking, dark place filled with a thousand forms of human suffering was enough to have me waking in the middle of the night, heart pounding and feet rushing to make it to the nearest basin to be sick in. In addition, my time in Newgate finally made clear to me that throughout my criminal career, I’d operated at a grave disadvantage and the fact it took the bobbies so long to catch me was more a testament to my luck than to my skill. 
The key to remaining un-caught is to be as forgettable as possible and I am anything but forgettable.
True, my appearance is for the most part unremarkable: dark hair, average height, nothing to distinguish me from thousands of other Englishmen, though I certainly count myself amongst the fairest of that breed. I have always been graced with a clear complexion and a lissome figure any tailor would be happy to display his wares upon. Even though I’m now approaching my thirtieth year, I’ve been told I still possess a boyish charm. Indeed, I can hardly go for a stroll on a Sunday afternoon without getting appreciative glances from dowagers and debutantes alike and secretive, heated looks from their male escorts.
It is little wonder why I feared returning to Newgate.
But aside from my admitted comeliness, the generally common nature of my appearance is shattered by a single feature impossible to hide: my eyes are of two strikingly different colors. My left is as brown as a solicitor’s coat, but the right is a vivid shade of hazel more often seen in the eyes of wild animals than those of men. My “golden crown” my mother had called it when she was feeling particularly sentimental, which wasn’t often.
The end result of my appearance is that upon closer inspection, those appreciative glances frequently turn to wards against evil or spitted curses in my direction. While a mark may not remember every man he brushed by before finding his pocketbook missing, a man with a hyena’s eye he remembers. And the police who arrest the golden-eyed thief are on the lookout for him after his release should he step out of line again.
Leaving Newgate with this in mind but no other skills, I thought perhaps I could adapt my light fingers to conjuring. With a bit of patter and a great deal of practice, I was able to secure myself a position at a fourth-rate musical hall. Again my accursed eye was to be my downfall. The calibre of audience the hall attracted took one look at it and needed no further convincing that my abilities were from the devil. They were quick to chase me off the stage. Or at least the bottles and trash they aimed at me were. 
As I sat in an alley behind the hall after one such failed performance, penniless and with my sole hope for survival dashed, a young woman approached me. She’d been in the audience and asked if I could really do magic. Seeing no way the night could get worse, I told her I could. She then asked where my abilities came from.
It might have been that I was longing to drown myself in gin, or because I was contemplating my own mortality, or perhaps thinking about my prayers as a child, or I simply wanted one person to not think I was evil, but I answered her.
“From the spirits.”
Her eyes lit up and showing no fear of a strange man in a darkened alley, she began pulling at my coat and imploring me to help her poor mother who’d been inconsolable since the girl’s grandmother died. I refused until she offered to pay me, just a few pence and the promise of some bread and cheese, but it was enough. 
I had no idea what I was doing, but as I followed her to the rooms she shared with her husband and own many children as well as her mother, she spilled so much of the tragedy that by the time I arrived, it was easy enough to pretend to speak with the dead grandmother and give answers only the family could know. A quick sleight of hand to make a half-knitted sock disappear and reappear in the arms of her infant great-grandson was enough to secure their belief. I felt an absolute cad as the sobbing daughter thanked me and pressed coins into my hand, but I had a full belly and money enough to find somewhere warm to sleep. One’s morals, I have found, are entirely predicated by one’s circumstances. At the time, I literally could not afford to have scruples. 
And so, Cairo Malachi, Conduit to the Spirits was born.
After that encounter, word spread. First from commoner to commoner, but finally maids began to whisper my name to their mistresses, and the mistresses to all their friends. I adapted, affecting a persona that was mystic enough to please, but not so foreign as to be unwelcome in a drawing room. I practiced my tricks and kept my ears open for gossip. It is remarkable how common knowledge suddenly becomes profound when spoken by the dead.
Within a few years, I was a minor hit. Not fashionable enough for the patronage of the types of titled names that would attract undue attention, but amongst a certain strata of the merchant class I became known as a reliable intermediary between the living and the dead. All without even once speaking to a real ghost.
Which brings me back to a remarkably fine autumn day, and the handsome constable bleeding to death in my arms.
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Chapter 1


It was early in October of 1895 and I began the day in high spirits buoyed only further by the unseasonably fine weather. My jacket was a trifle warm under the afternoon sun, but as it held all the tools I required for my work, it was a necessary sacrifice. Besides, I was fond of it—a burgundy velvet with black lapels and more hidden pockets than an ordinary man could find uses for. But of course, I am not ordinary. Indeed, the jacket looked quite fetching over my red and black striped waistcoat, a recent purchase that I’d spent a few minutes rightfully preening over while getting dressed. 
Knowing my sartorial limits, I’d chosen a plain black eye patch to match my equally conventional trousers. Both eyes work perfectly well, but I’ve discovered through trial and error that my clients expect a touch of eccentricity in my dress. The patch also allows an additional level of disguise while out and about. While one-eyed men are perhaps not common in London, they are much more common than those with a single golden eye. Also, few on the street want to be caught staring at a perceived injury, which allows me greater anonymity than I would otherwise be afforded. The patch works beautifully to this end and gives my séances an additional element of the macabre.
Indeed, by that warm October day, I was at the point where I rarely was without it in public—No reason to give the show away for free. The loss of depth perception and peripheral vision on my right side being a small price to pay.
The engagement I was headed towards was an important one and while I was not running fashionable late just yet, neither was I going to be early. A quick glance at the time had me increasing my pace, and as I tucked my watch back into my pocket, movement in an alley to my left caught my eye. 
It is funny how the smallest things often have the most significance in one’s life. Had the alley been on my right, I would’ve passed by it blindly and my life today would be much different. Bleaker certainly, but also a good deal less eventful. 
As fate had it, however, the alley was indeed on my left and I turned just in time to see a man within stumble and catch himself against the wall.
I don’t know what possessed me to do it. If I allowed myself to be distracted by every person I saw behaving unusually over the course of my day, I’d never get anything done, yet I called out, “Are you alright?”
It was a ridiculous question as the man clearly was not. The arm not braced against the wall was clutching at his stomach. I assumed he was a drunkard about to cast up his accounts, but something was wrong. His movements were not the rolling fluidity of the intoxicated—akin to a ship at sea—but sharper, more stuttered. Like a ship grounded on a reef about to tear itself to pieces.
It was then that my sight adjusted to the confining darkness of the alley and I saw that he wore the uniform of a Metropolitan Police constable, with its domed helmet and belted blue wool coat. As you can imagine, I have no great love for coppers, peelers, bobbies, rozzers or any of the other, less repeatable names for members of the force, but something was so clearly amiss that I stepped into the alley. 
As soon as I did so, the constable collapsed and I found myself taking the brunt of his not insubstantial weight. He must have been nearly six foot tall with a frame to match. I grunted as he collided with me. Try as I might, I was unable to keep the both of us upright and we fell to the cobblestones in a heap.
I swore under my breath as my hip struck the stones, trying to get the great bulk of him off me. In other circumstances, I might be pleased to find myself pinned under a burly man, but such was not the case here. I succeeded in rolling him over although my legs remained trapped. 
“What the devil do you think—” 
The words died on my tongue. Both his hands clutched his stomach now and his fingers were stained a bright red. As I watched, blood seeped up from beneath them in a steady flow, carrying his life away. 
He coughed and a bubble of blood popped bright against lips already grown pale. I glanced for the first time at his face. I will never forget how young and scared he looked as he tried to speak. But no words came, only a thick sucking sound as blood filled his throat.
“Easy, there. Easy,” I said, unclasping his helmet from under his chin and placing it in his lap. I got my arms under his and propped him up against me as gently as possible, murmuring apologies when he gasped again. My hands shook as I went to unbutton his coat, hoping in vain that it would somehow enable him to breathe, but there was nothing to be done.
I think he realised the same thing, for he looked up at me, his bright green eyes filled with fear. No tears though, I will always remember that. Of the two of us, he was the one who didn’t cry.
It struck me then that he was about to die and I, a known criminal, would be found with the body of a policeman and covered in his blood. My trial would be quick and my execution even quicker.
“I’m sorry,” I whispered, “I’m so sorry.” I tried to wriggle out from underneath him, my sense of self-preservation kicking in at last. One of his hands grasped mine, and I found myself caught in his gaze again.
I couldn’t do it. I couldn’t abandon him in his final moments. I knew what it was to be alone. I’d been that way most of my life, and I wasn’t going to let him die the same way.
I turned my hand over in his and held it. With the other I brushed his short brown hair back from his face, then rested my palm on his chest. My actions were stiff, unnatural, those of an actor pantomiming comfort, but I’d never had to care for someone before. I felt metal beneath my hand, warmed from his body and the sun. It was the chain to his police whistle.
“Hold on,” I said. I don’t know if I meant it as an order or a plea.
I pulled, ripping the chain free of its buttonhook and put the whistle to my lips. Its piercing shriek hurt my ears, but I blew again and again. Help wouldn’t arrive in time to save him, but I had to try. The dying constable winced every time the whistle sounded and eventually I stopped, not wanting to cause him any more pain. I couldn’t speak. What was there to say?
His hand squeezed mine and for just a moment, I felt the strangest sensation in where we touched. All I can liken it to is when the boys at school would dare each other to see who could hold their open palm over a candle the longest. Just before the pleasure of the warmth turned to the pain of a burn, there would be a second where I could feel both at once, and nothing at all. The strange shock that passed between us was like that—good and bad, familiar and other.
But before I could say anything, he let out a long sigh and lay still.
His open eyes stared up at a sky still cloudless and bright, but he was beyond seeing. I slowly released his slack hand and closed his eyes for the final time. I had to flee, it was only a matter of time before we were discovered, but I couldn’t bring myself to move. Finally, I eased him to the ground. Had I known then that I might never again be able to hold him in my arms, I might have stayed a moment longer. 
“Oi, you!” a voice shouted. 
My head snapped up. The figures of two men were silhouetted at the far end of the alley, their features only becoming clear to me as they stepped into the shadow of the buildings. The first was a round man with bright red side whiskers whose appearance put me in mind of a plum pudding. The man standing beside him was much taller, rail thin, and with a face like the blade of a knife. More importantly however, he too was wearing a constable’s uniform. 
I lurched to my feet as the man with the side whiskers shouted again. 
“Stop! Remain where you are!” 
It was this order that propelled my feet into motion. I fled back the way I’d come, heedless of the twinge in my hip and the shouted orders behind me. I could hear the pounding of boots on the cobbles and risked a quick glance behind. The sharp-faced constable was in pursuit, his spidery legs eating up the distance between us. I could tell he was old for a man of his station, likely closing out his forties, but what advantage I had in youth I lacked in appropriate footwear for a chase. 
But I knew what awaited me were I to be caught.
It was sheer animalistic terror that gave me the speed I needed to evade my pursuer. I heard another whistle blow behind me, sharp bursts in a code I didn’t understand, but I just ducked my head and ran faster. 
It was my eye patch that finally stopped my mad flight when I incorrectly judged the distance to a kerb and ended up nearly crashing through the window of a milliners. I ducked inside, scrambling for safety. No sooner had I pulled myself behind a display of the latest fashion in bonnets than I saw the constable rush past the window, still blowing his cursed whistle. Ignoring the shouts of the proprietress, I regained my footing and ran through to the back of the shop. A door there let out onto an alley not dissimilar to the one that was the source of my current predicament. I dashed down several side streets at random until I nearly lost myself, never mind my pursuer. Only then did I slow to a walk, panting for breath but trying not to draw notice from any passersby.
Finally having a moment to think, I assessed my situation. From here on out, the important thing was to be as mundane as possible and not do anything that would be remembered if questioned. I would go on to my appointment and make my excuses for my delay. Tomorrow, when the papers were filled with the story of a dead copper and the man seen fleeing the scene, no one would have any cause to associate me with the crime. 
I exhaled, shoulders slumping, and rifled around in my pockets for a handkerchief to wipe the sweat from my brow. When I went to tuck it back, I noticed a flash of color.
It was only then I realised that my hands were covered in blood.
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Chapter 2


I admit, I was more shaken by the experience than my next actions would suggest. My only excuse is that I was so overcome by the shock of it all that my body took over and handled what my mind could not. 
I cleaned my hands and face as best I could with water from the gutter, then threw away my handkerchief, unable to look at the stained fabric any longer. Tugging my jacket sleeves down to cover my cuffs, a quick glance proved I was fortunate enough to have escaped with the rest of my wardrobe only mildly disheveled, but I felt like I could still smell the copper's blood on me. I remember thinking it was a good thing my jacket was already such a dark red color that any discolorations wouldn’t show. That thought sickens me now.
Like an automaton, I stumbled out of the alley in which I’d concealed myself and continued on my way. In no time, my mechanical placement of one foot in front of the other found me knocking on the door of a terraced house in Marylebone. The residence, magnificent though it was by my standards, paid for its illustrious address by being somewhat smaller than its neighbours, and though it was not directly on a garden square, one could just be seen from the stoop if the viewer leaned out at the right angle.
My knock was answered by an appropriately stoic butler who deigned to only cursorily acknowledge my presence before allowing me access. After all, I was expected. The home he led me through was much like its exterior, not quite as fine as it should have been, but desperately striving to be. The wallpaper was not the most fashionable Morris & Co. print but a near match, almost indistinguishable from the original design but doubtless acquired for a fraction of the price. So too were the Chinese porcelain vases actually chinoiserie and the flowers that filled them common carnations instead of hothouse blooms. At least the exotic animals staring down at me from every wall were real, or had been once. Their glass eyes tracked my progress through the house.
I tugged my cuffs into place to keep myself from being tempted by a snuffbox that looked like solid silver, but would doubtless turn out to be merely plated. Why exactly one thing is worth more than another has never interested me, but I do have a keen eye for an item’s value. Or rather, an item’s value to a fence.
With that thought in mind, I gave my eye patch a last minute adjustment as the butler let me through to the parlour. 
“Ah, Mr. Malachi,” said my hostess, rising from her divan like Poseidon from the depths. I could almost see the waves parting before her, not daring to risk wetting her hem and provoking her ire. “You’ve arrived!”
I took her proffered hands and brushed a kiss to her knuckles before glancing a more daring peck to her cheek. As I sank into the charming eccentricity the role of Cairo Malachi, Conduit to the Spirits required, I felt the horrors of the day if not vanish, then certainly recede. 
“Mrs. Worcester! The pleasure, as always, is all mine. Do forgive my tardiness.”
“Nonsense.” She tucked my hand under her arm and all but dragged me further into the room. “You’re right on time, if anything, a few minutes early. We’re still waiting on our last few arrivals.”
Could it be true? It felt like hours had passed since I first set out from my lodgings.
“Come, come,” Mrs. Worcester continued. “You must meet the rest of my guests. I’m sure you’re acquainted with most of them, quite our regular Wednesday crowd, but there’s one or two new faces I’d like to introduce you to.”
I was unsurprised that my audience for the afternoon was larger than usual. As All Hallows Eve approached, the demand for mediums like myself increased throughout the month. Yet every October I made a point to stick to only my regular appointments rather than any hackneyed party séances. It hurt my heart to pass on the money, but it was better in the long run to be seen as a serious medium instead of mere party entertainment. At least my exclusivity meant my clients were willing to pay more handsomely for my time, and were more likely to crowd their homes with guests for my few appearances. 
I was busy trying to catalog those already in attendance when a voice boomed from the other side of the room, “Mr. Malachi, do have some tea! You look as if you’ve seen a ghost!”
Mr. Worcester, my hostess’s husband and a rather inconsequential member of the House of Commons, roared with laughter at his own joke. The same one he made every Wednesday. It took more effort than usual to paste a smile on my face, especially as I knew what came next.
“Or if tea is not to your liking, have something stronger! Eh, some spirits before the spirits?” Mr. Worcester roared again and I don’t think I imagined the tightening of Mrs. Worcester’s grip on my arm. I waved her husband off with a careless gesture that I had spent hours practicing. 
“As always, sir, I appreciate the offer, but must keep the channel between myself and the next world unclouded.” 
“Of course, of course.” He chuckled. “Another time then, when you’re not so engaged.”
I nodded politely, knowing that time would never come. I was respectable enough to be invited into my clients’ homes to commune with their dead, but not to be a guest at their table.
As Mrs. Worcester led me around the room, I was relieved to see that she’d been truthful when she said most of the attendees were regulars. Good. I was rattled enough already that just getting through the appointment was going to be difficult. I didn’t need to be forced to cold read complete strangers as well. Of the eight or nine people already gathered in the parlour, there were only two faces I didn’t recognise. However, my hostess was kind enough to make introductions and within a few minutes I had all the information I would need.
A word, on how I make my living:
Conducting séances without ghostly assistance is far easier than one might assume. Just as in the arts, politics, and other forms of prostitution, the trick is to tell your clients exactly what they want to hear. In my line, all they want to hear is that their loved ones are doing well beyond the veil and get a bit of a show at the same time.
The only trick is figuring out exactly which loved one they wish to contact. In the case of the young, it’s usually parents—young women wanting their mothers’ advice and young men seeking their fathers’ approval. Older clients are looking to connect with a spouse or sibling, and based on their jewelry and state of mourning, it’s easy to tell which. My eldest clients invariably wish to speak to their children who have gone on ahead, and these are the most difficult for me to guess—I never knew that there were parents who wished to speak to their children at all, living or dead. 
Unfortunately, the two new faces in the crowd belonged to the eldest group. Without further information, I would be sunk indeed. 
However, I have other tools at my disposal. While some colleagues of mine have met their downfalls by getting caught bribing servants for information, I find it much easier—and less risky—to simply pick up a newspaper. My reputation is such that while my clients are seldom on the front page, it is rare they haven’t appeared in the society pages at least once or twice.
Obituaries too are a fine source of information. While I was never particularly skilled in the sciences at school, I excelled at the memorisation and recitation of whole passages from literature and entire dynasties of kings. I doubt my teachers thought I would parlay that skill into recalling that a prominent barrister had died three years previously in a riding accident so I could pretend to conjure him for his grieving widow, but in all honesty, I’m not sure what other practical application they expected that skill to have. 
“These are the Holtams,” Mrs. Worcester gushed as she introduced me to the two guests I didn’t know.
I nodded at them both, mentally flicking through the collection of newspaper pages I kept in my rooms. I recalled a recent notice for the passing of a Mrs. Jonathan Welby née Holtam on the same day as the birth announcement for Jonathan Junior. So it was grieving parents wishing to speak to their daughter who died in childbirth. That was easily accomplished. My falsetto wasn’t perfect, but they would be doing most of the talking anyway, proud grandparents sharing all the infant’s dubious achievements with their daughter. Now if only I knew her given name…
I am also aided by people’s general forgetfulness and self-absorption. A client who laments at the end of one session about my being unable to reach her dearly departed mother to ask what she thinks of a potential fiancé is then shocked when the mother appears the next go round with knowledge of the man’s scandalous breaking of a previous engagement. All easy information to find once I know to look for it. Often they simply tell me outright when I meet them who they’re hoping to contact and then are shocked when that same information is parroted back to them an hour later from beyond the grave. If no one divulged the Holtams’ daughter’s name before today's séance, I would be sure to know it before the next. 
As a last resort, saying there is a “James” or a “Mary” wishing to speak to one of the party never fails. God bless English conformity.
Making the rounds, I formulated my strategy for the afternoon’s session. I’d be sure to contact Mrs. Worcester’s brother to check in, of course, although I’d keep that brief so as to be able to throw a few tidbits to the other attendees. While steering me between guests with the redoubtable skill of a polar navigator amongst pack ice, Mrs. Worcester let slip that the Holtams were known for their lavish parties. Perhaps why she was so delighted at their attendance, but was it something I could use? Best to tread carefully there for now, but potentially worth the risk to gain their patronage. If there was time, I’d end the séance with a little automatic writing. It was easy enough, and my clients did so enjoy souvenirs from the beyond.
The planning soothed me and was almost enough to take my mind off green eyes dimming forever and the darkness of red blood on blue wool. 
“Oh marvelous, the last of our party is here!” 
I was dragged forcibly around by Mrs. Worcester as she made this declaration, only to have my heart sink at the sight of Mrs. Wright entering the room. 
A tiny, birdlike woman of extremely advanced years, Mrs. Wright’s outward appearance was little enough to fear, but I couldn’t help but curse under my breath as she picked her way slowly to a chair and perched upon it, barely making a dent in the cushion. Her beady eyes snapped to me, although half-deaf as she was, I knew there was no way she could have heard my muttered obscenities.
The problem with Mrs. Wright was not that I had trouble discerning whom she wanted to contact. That was abundantly clear. Even though it had happened long before I was born, it was well known that she’d only been married the once, and that Mr. Richard Wright left her very well off when he died of an unexpected illness. This was usually followed by the implication that his death was expected by Mrs. Wright. Opinion varied as to whether she used cyanide or arsenic, but the end result was the same. Of course, no charges had ever been pressed, but she was a sought-after guest at any séance, as there was always the hope that the late Mr. Wright would show up to condemn her.
What made me curse was that I’d never figured out why she would then agree to attend séances at all. Supposition was that she wanted to find some treasure her husband had concealed before his untimely passing. It was as a good a reason as any, but if she didn’t know where it was hidden then I bloody well didn’t and having Mr. Wright make contact only to give the wrong location would prove suspicious indeed. I’d made do previously by pretending to be unable to establish contact, or being able to see the ghostly Mr. Wright speaking but not able to discern his words. But that ruse wouldn’t last forever. 
Still, I nodded politely and went over to kiss her hand as I’d done every other lady. Beneath the black lace of her gloves, her skin was like crepe paper against my lips. 
“If you all will excuse me, I must go prepare to commune with the spirits before we begin.” 
“Oh, of course!” Mrs. Worcester grabbed my arm again and yanked me towards a door I knew led to a small dining room. “I’ve had the servants set up the room in the usual manner for you, all the curtains pinned shut and the like. Is there anything else you need?”
I put on my most gracious smile. “Not at all, ma’am. I’m sure you’ve thought of everything, as always. Give me ten minutes to enter the appropriate meditative state, then you may all enter.” 
She blushed to the roots of her greying hair, but finally released my arm and let me continue into the dining room unescorted.
As soon as the door clicked shut behind me, I began my preparations. Despite what I’d told my hostess, they involved very little meditation and much more checking to ensure there were no servants hiding behind the curtains to try to catch me faking contact with the other realm. Which was exactly what I intended to do.
Curtains examined, the rest of my preparations didn’t take very long. I’ve never been the sort of medium who relied on floating lights or appearing figures to enliven my performance, simply because I never had anyone I trusted to be my partner in such an act. The risk of getting caught and charged with fraud was worrying enough without one’s trusty “spirit guide” having too many down the pub and spreading stories. Besides, I’m quite lively enough to carry off a performance on my own.
Still, it would be nice. 
All corners checked, all bits and bobs secured where they needed to be, a single candle lit, a bit of muslin tucked into my cheek for ectoplasm, and a metal clicker tucked into my sleeve to produce ghostly rapping, I settled into an appropriately meditative demeanor and waited. 
It wasn’t long before Mrs. Worcester led the assembly in. By their hushed tones, I could tell she’d already gone over the rules and given the newcomers an idea of what to expect. 
“Thank you all.” I began once they’d taken their seats. Despite the bright sky outside, the pinned curtains kept the room as cool and dark as night. “If everyone would please place both hands upon the table, just your fingertips. We go together on this journey to the edge of our realm, and ask those we love who have gone before that they join us at the edge of theirs. It is for your own safety that no matter what you see or hear, you do not move your hands. Our connection to this realm must be light, but if you release your hold completely, I cannot promise what will happen.”
I could recite the patter in my sleep by now, but it was already having an effect on my clients. The women were completely enrapt and the men equally so, despite most still clinging to a feigned air of disbelief. 
“Very good. Now if everyone will focus their attention on the candle in the middle of the table. Look into its depths. When you are ready, try to look through it.”
Here I held the silence for several minutes, letting the atmosphere build. Staring into the candle ruined their sight in the dark and if I gave them something to focus on long enough…
There, the table began to tremble slightly. I didn’t even have to start it this time—the power of suggestion and the fatigue that came of holding their arms in an awkward position was enough. Several of the ladies gasped. 
“Keep your focus,” I whispered, drawing my audience in. “The other side has made contact; we must not scare them off.” The trembling in the table turned to outright shaking. I let it go on for another minute, then just when the aura of excitement began to switch to one of fear, I slid my right hand out into the center of the table and pressed down firmly. Instantly, the shaking stopped. Now for the part that made Cairo Malachi one of the best in the business. The part I hated the most.
With deliberate slowness, I lifted my hand off the table, and with the rapt attention of my audience on me, peeled off my eye patch. 
I knew how my eye looked in the best of light, fearful and striking in equal measure. But in the flickering light of the candle, with the atmosphere of the room already charged with superstition, it is no wonder that I’ve had clients swoon during their first séance with me. Whispered around the séance table, I’ve heard it called my “spirit eye” and it is little wonder why. The flames catch on the tawny gold of my iris, dancing like the very fires of hell. Those who look closely enough—although few dare—can convince themselves they see things shining from its depths, like fortunes read in a crystal ball. Surrounded by darkness, my spirit eye seems to glow with its own light.
Perhaps that was what made me so easy for the other prisoners to find. 
While my audience’s attention was on my eye, I tucked the eye patch into one of my many pockets, taking the opportunity to slip the clicker down into my palm. But as I deposited the eye patch, my fingers brushed something unexpected. Something metal. It took me a moment to realise what it was. The policeman’s whistle. 
A chill ran down my spine. I must have dropped it in my pocket on instinct and carried it with me throughout my mad flight. And here it was now, right when I was preparing to call up the dead.
What I was doing seemed suddenly ghoulish. I’d witnessed death today. Real death. Violent, horrible, and final. What kind of man was I that I could make sport of such a thing less than an hour later, tricking people into thinking death was something that could be overcome?
A hungry man, I told myself sternly. With rent to pay. Death is what happens when you lose focus on survival, and you will not lose focus now.
I gave my head the slightest of shakes. Right. Focus. Mediumship might not be the most honest job, but it was one I could do. One that kept me alive. And that was all that mattered. Besides, didn’t I give hope to people? Surely there was something to be said for that. I was sorry for the dead copper, but I couldn’t help him now. Although maybe he could help me... 
Oh, that was a wonderful thought. Something new for my act. Something they hadn’t seen. If I could pull it off.
I began to cough, then choke. I made a series of horrible retching noises, still keeping the fingers of my left hand pressed to the table, before slamming my palm down repeatedly. At the moment of distraction, I slid the muslin out of my cheek and began unfolding it with my tongue. This was where I would usually cough it out, claiming it to be ectoplasm and a sign that the spirits were ready to communicate through me. A bit of legerdemain would then make the ghostly material vanish almost as soon as it appeared, keeping anyone from noticing it was a tailor’s scrap.
But this time, feigning another cough, I moved my fist—now containing the whistle—to my lips and blew. The sound which was so piercing in the alley reverberated around the room, seeming to come from everywhere at once. Several ladies cried out and I heard one or two unseemly utterances from the gentlemen. Even I was unnerved by the haunting wail.
I coughed again to cover my smile. This was definitely staying in the act. I closed my eyes and swayed back and forth as if overcome. 
“The dead are here,” I all but moaned, my voice eerily muffled by the muslin in my mouth. “Are there any spirits present willing to guide us to the other side?”
The whistle disappeared back into my pocket and I prepared to disgorge the muslin. My eyes fluttered open and I nearly choked. 
On the other side of the room stood the dead constable. 
[image: image-placeholder]




Chapter 3


I remember little of my exit from the Worcester’s home. A loud clatter that was possibly my chair knocking over, hands reaching out to me... Then I was blinking in the light of the street, struggling to breathe. 
Dropping to my knees I retched again—not an act this time—and vomited the half-swallowed muslin into the gutter. No sooner had I spit the foul cloth out than I dragged myself back to my feet, my drive to escape the horror behind me stronger than the weakness that overtook my limbs. 
I couldn’t have seen what I’d seen. It was the trick of the light, some awful vision conjured from my brain, nothing more. Anything else was impossible.
I staggered down the cobblestones, but something was wrong. There were two layers of cobblestones under my feet, just out of alignment with each other. I tripped over them, not knowing which were real. My nausea rose again.
Had I been poisoned? Was that the reason my vision was doubled and I saw that awful apparition? I thought of the rumours surrounding Mrs. Wright. I’d accepted no food or drink at the Worcester’s, certainly nothing she could have tampered with. Could the poison have been on her hand when I kissed it? Even to my reeling mind the idea seemed far-fetched. 
Looking up to see where I was going, I nearly went to my knees again. Ahead of me, everything was wrong. I’d somehow limped my way into the square and the double vision was worse than ever. Entire buildings were overlaid with a second facade and empty spaces without constructions suddenly had them, clearly visible and as solid as the others. Yet I could see just as plainly the grass that grew in the empty lots in which these new buildings stood. Even the square itself had two entirely different fences surrounding it. The first was highly ornamental with rounded curves and scrolls, while the other was much simpler with square spearheads atop straight pickets. But it was not one fence behind the other, but the two existing in the same space at once, interwoven, yet untouching.
I staggered on, not knowing what else to do. Ahead, two children ran into the street, laughing and playing, unaware of a hansom bearing down on them. I shouted and waved, but they ignored me. The cabbie flicked his reins, keeping his horse at a steady trot. They were right in front of him! Why did he not stop?
I could bear to see no more death that day.
I ran as fast I could, heedless of my ankles turning on the stones. By the time I got to the children, I knew it was too late. I could do little more than wrap my arms around them and close my eyes, praying that somehow my body would protect them enough that at least they would survive.
I braced myself for the impact, but none came. A cold
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