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      “Well. That was a hell of a thing.”

      In the last few months, Thomas had come to expect such comments from Americans. They were blunt, almost as blunt as Germans, but with more humor and less self-consciousness. As if the entire world was in on the joke. Big and loud and always quite obvious.

      In this case, however, Thomas was inclined to agree.

      “I must admit, Mr. Childs, Mr. Dinsdale did put on a good show,” Thomas said, choosing his words with care so as not to offend his host for this evening. In the few months he had been Director of the Rocky Mountain Psychical Institute, Thomas had been surprised to learn how many high-profile Spiritualists were in the state. But Mr. Childs was in an entirely different league. “It was quite theatrical.”

      “Theatrical, yes,” Mr. Childs chuckled, and stopped one of the hotel staff, lamplighting wick in hand. “Make sure the rest of that bottle of champagne is sent back up to my suite, if you would. I’d hate for it to go to waste.”

      Oil lamps, the soft flames flickering gently inside their glass and bronze housing, cast warm light across the hand-painted wallpaper. Thomas found the glow welcome. In some places in Denver now, those new-fangled electric lights, steady and sure, were becoming prominent.

      A hotel employee was getting the hotel parlor’s lamps relit after the evening’s entertainment, and Thomas stepped aside to allow him (or her, as you wish) to work. But that put him in the way of the porters, who were busy moving out the large dining table that had been placed here specifically  for the séance tonight. Thomas moved again, feeling rather awkward now.

      “So what did you make of it all, Mr. Leighton?” Mr. Childs continued. “I’m quite interested in your professional opinion.”

      Thomas held back his sigh, trying to gather his thoughts. What could he say?

      Back home in England, Thomas had assisted in the investigations of at least a dozen different mediums. He hadn’t known what to expect from this, his first official investigation here in the United States, but whatever it was, he had been envisioning something better than that. The seance that had concluded fifteen minutes ago was something straight out of the 1860s. Two and a half hours of some of the most played-out tricks in the book.

      Wax hands reaching out from under the darkened table. Noises, made by concealed instruments. The table moved and shaken, thanks to a hidden rod controlled by the medium’s knee.

      Frustrating. It was frustrating, seeing such a rumored expert as Mr. Dinsdale even attempting, much less failing, to execute such well-known, played-out tricks.

      For the man wasn’t a known fraud. He had a decent reputation and even a recommendation from the Abydos Community, the Spiritualist organization that published Borderlands, the Western states’ most influential psychical publication. He was quite popular, although Thomas suspected that was more due to his personality than anything else; every mistake, every issue, he had played off, the guests laughing right along with him as if they weren’t being conned. And his observations, although few, had been quite penetrating.

      And then, of course, there was the problem of Mr. Childs. He was a member of the Institute’s board, a former United States congressman, and a devout Spiritualist. One who had been quite enthusiastic about having Mr. Dinsdale’s alleged talents put to the test.

      “I would prefer to write down my observations and organize them before giving you an answer,” Thomas told him, choosing his words carefully. “And confer with my associate, of course. After capturing her thoughts as well, I will be able to create a more accurate report.”

      Mr. Childs chuckled. “A diplomatic answer, but I asked for your impressions.”

      “I’m not sure that my impressions should be counted as more important than my studied conclusions.”

      “One thing I learned during my time in Washington, DC, Mr. Leighton, is that what’s real is what people believe. Nothing more. Whatever the science might say, it’s what’s in the mind that matters,” Mr. Childs said breezily and accepted a fresh glass of brandy from one of the hotel staff, who leaned in to whisper something in his ear. “Yes, of course,” he replied and gestured to Thomas. “They’re telling me they need us out of the room in order to get everything properly set back up. Is your curiosity sated?”

      “Yes,” Thomas said, and replaced his notebook in his jacket’s inner breast pocket. “I am content there is no sign of mechanical tinkering here in the room.”

      Mr. Childs nodded and headed for the doors. “I take it you will be departing on Monday morning’s train?”

      “Yes, indeed. This is a charming village, but I must continue my reorganization of the Institute’s library,” Thomas said.

      “We shall have to come visit, my wife and I,” Mr. Childs mused. “If the winter is not too harsh this year.”

      “Are they anticipating that?”

      “It’s the entire reason we’re staying here in Manitou Springs right now instead of up at our ranch at Creston,” Mr. Childs replied. One of the hotel staff opened the parlor doors for them, and Mr. Childs swept out into the hotel’s foyer. “No good getting snowed in somewhere and running out of provisions or fuel for the fire.”

      “Ahh,” Thomas said, pondering that. “Does that happen often out here?”

      Mr. Childs’ good humor fell away. “Last winter was bad. They’re saying this winter will be… Ah, Miss Roseingrave, Mr. Dinsdale! I am pleased to see neither one of you has departed yet.”

      Miss Roseingrave turned, a little startled, sweeping the dark green overskirt on her dress back into place. She had not, as the other female attendees had, worn a fanciful reception costume for tonight, but was wearing her usual plain wool. It scarcely mattered. With her fine elfin features and brilliant red hair, she would have looked lovely in anything.

      The individual she was talking to, however, perked up, a huge smile on his face.

      Mr. Dinsdale was a man past his prime, his remaining hair and full beard a rough gray, his nose a bright, bulbous red. His hands were gnarled with arthritis, and he had a distinct hunch to his back. But his blue eyes were sharp, sharp as anything. A sharp mind, slowly being betrayed by the body.

      “Mr. Childs!” he said with a refined British accent as he stepped around the perimeter of Miss Roseingrave’s skirt. “Thank you again for hosting me here on this fine winter night.” He waved a hand at the window; it was snowing outside. “I wish I could have given you and your guests the answers you were looking for, but it seems that the spirits were not so cooperative, were they now?”

      “Of course, Mr. Dinsdale. It’s always my pleasure to meet such a preeminent medium, and sometimes, seances can be like that,” Mr. Childs replied. And he nodded to Miss Roseingrave. “And Miss Roseingrave, it is good to have you here with us as well. I am terribly sad your mother was not able to join us up in Creston before her passing.”

      “She wanted to come,” Miss Roseingrave said graciously. “She was looking forward to making your acquaintance, Mr. Childs.”

      “She was a true light in the community,” Mr. Dinsdale declared as one of the hotel staff came out, carrying a coat and hat, both rather threadbare. “Ah, thank you,” he said, taking his things. The old man’s hands shook a little, Thomas noticed, as he drew on his jacket. “A light that we have lost now. So terribly sad.”

      “Thank you for the sentiment,” Miss Roseingrave replied.

      Mr. Dinsdale said something, the conversation moving on, but Thomas didn’t really hear it. Something else had just caught his eye.

      A handkerchief, fallen from the old man’s pocket, seemingly lifting off the floor on its own. Thomas blinked, not sure what he was witnessing, and then he caught a glimpse of something very strange. A tiny little person, nut-brown and quite naked, holding the fallen item back up to Mr. Dinsdale.

      The little creature turned, as if noticing that it had been noticed, and stared at him. Thomas blinked again, and it was gone, Mr. Dinsdale tucking the handkerchief back into his pocket.

      “Well,” he said, placing his hat on his head with both hands, “I shall take my leave of you now. Should you like to attempt contact again, Mr. Childs, please do let me know. I’m just down the street, after all.” And the old man chuckled.

      “Thank you for the evening’s entertainment,” Mr. Childs replied with all the practiced smoothness of his former career.

      “Always and forever my pleasure,” Mr. Dinsdale said expansively. The same employee who’d brought him his effects opened the door for him now. He smiled broadly at the young woman, nodded to her, and strode out into the snowy night.

      A tiny shadow, barely noticeable at all now, scampered out after him.

      As soon as the door closed, Mr. Childs turned to Miss Roseingrave. “Mr. Leighton and I were just speaking about the seance. I would be interested in your thoughts as well.”

      “I haven’t seen wax hands in a long time,” Miss Roseingrave said honestly. “Nor have I seen one so supposedly skilled as Mr. Dinsdale drop them, although I’m not sure anybody else noticed that.”

      “That explains the thud we heard,” Thomas said, taking his notebook back out.

      Mr. Childs nodded. “A little theatricality is welcome at these things, especially out West. Anything else you noticed, Miss?”

      “Mr. Childs,” Miss Roseingrave said, polite but firm, “I am here at the behest of Mr. Talbot, who said you would consider it the highest honor to meet the daughter of the late Madame Aine. And I have spoken to you via correspondence over the years, so I felt I owed you the respect of answering your most generous invitation. But although I am not a practicing medium myself, I do consider it bad form to evaluate the performances of others. A…professional conflict of interest, you might say.”

      “Quite a respectful position to take on the matter, I agree,” Mr. Childs said, a slight edge coming into his voice now. “I promise, I will not tell another soul what you tell me.”

      Miss Roseingrave stared out the lobby windows, out where snow was beginning to fall. “He is absolutely unendorsable as a legitimate medium, in my opinion,” she finally replied. “But quite an entertaining presence.”

      “That is what I was thinking as well,” said Mr. Childs, and grew thoughtful for a moment. “Of course, it could be that he’s losing his touch with age. I hear that happens to even the best of mediums. That the talent can wane with time. Why, they say that even the Fox sisters are losing their touch.”

      “With those two ladies, it’s likely the alcohol,” Miss Roseingrave said bluntly. Thomas choked, but Mr. Childs laughed. She smiled ruefully at that, cheeks reddening a bit, and nodded to them both. “You’ll excuse me for the evening, gentlemen. I think I’ve had a little too much to drink myself.”

      “I would still like to speak with you,” Mr. Childs said gently. “About this and other matters.”

      “Of course. Our train isn’t until the day after tomorrow,” she replied and was gone, the rustle of starched petticoats following her up the main staircase.

      The men watched her go. It seemed unlike her, Thomas thought, just a little bitter, as if she could not wait to get away from them. He wondered if attending the seance had really left her out of sorts. Perhaps it was the memory of her sister’s kidnapping a few months ago; that had occurred during a seance as well. Or perhaps it really was just a matter of professional courtesy, that she did not wish to be called upon to judge somebody like Mr. Dinsdale. She had only grudgingly agreed to come, after all.

      “I’m afraid I need to follow suit,” Thomas told his host, covering a yawn. “It is later than I had planned, and I would like to capture my initial observations while they are still fresh in my mind.”

      “Absolutely,” Mr. Childs said and set down his brandy glass to shake Thomas’s hand enthusiastically. “We will talk more tomorrow.”

      “Of course,” Thomas said and headed up to his room.
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        * * *

      

      Thomas maintained his bearing all the way back to his room.

      No good letting that man know how disappointed he really was.

      Thomas had come down here to Manitou Springs yesterday on the promise of seeing one of the better American mediums at work, and it was a sore disappointment to find out the man was such a bald-faced fraud.

      But then, of course, with only a few rare exceptions, most mediums proved false once put to the test. Only a handful—D.D. Home, Mrs. Piper, Eusapia—had ever really stood out as genuine talents.

      And Miss Roseingrave, of course.

      Although she no doubt would have hated him thinking about her in such a way.

      It was late at this point, but Thomas did want to get his observations down before going to bed. He hadn’t been lying to Mr. Childs; any data
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