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            PROLOGUE

          

          JUNE 1, 1886

        

      

    

    
      The streets of Whitechapel smoldered with the discontent of humanity searching for its soul, lost in the dogged smoke and fog-fouled air. Under the glow of gas lamps, dreams themselves were trampled to the rhythm of rolling carriages, horse trots, and the hurried steps of indifferent citizens melting into one another’s shadows.

      Few people knew this cold indifference as well as the young girl with a crutch, a fake limp, and a bandage over a perfectly healthy eye. The way her pleas plucked heartstrings put a violinist’s concerto to shame. Her limp looked as convincing as any amputee’s.

      Today, she worked the crowds with more fervor and even less shame.

      Just that afternoon, a troupe of performers had passed through her street to advertise their circus. Their striped garments smelled of campfires, rosin, and the winds of faraway cities she’d never seen. Something in their eyes had asked her if she knew how to cull starlight, if she’d ever wanted to taste flight from a trapeze, to feel her veins rush with the expectation of a thousand audience members.

      A part of her even dared to believe she could.

      It was not the first time she'd been cast under this spell. Each year, the foreboding tents crept up beyond the city limits, and every year, her curiosity had grown. Without fail, the streets became abuzz with rumors of gangsters, undercity dealings, and occult activity. This would be the week, she told herself, that she’d muster the courage to go.

      This time, there was a different air about one of the performers in particular. It wasn’t just his darkly striped garments, his smudged, black greasepaint, or the subtle grin when he caught her staring. The coin he flicked into her hand was warm with knowing. He saw through her act but tipped her anyway—this she felt was certain. Just as she felt that his fate, too, had once been jerked around over a handful of farthings.

      After the performers left, she examined the heralds they’d plastered over a nearby wall. The words explaining the acts were illegible to her. But the illustrations said it all. She stared at hand-balancers on a stack of chairs, unicyclists teetering on wires, and jugglers laughing beneath a cascade of five blades.

      There was, of course, one symbol she understood. The admission price.

      It would take two nights of begging to afford a ticket, she reckoned.

      A passerby paused to scoff at one of the fliers, tearing it off the wall before tossing it into the street.

      The young girl stooped to pick it up. All she deciphered was an illustration of a tent housed by a talking board’s planchette, its edges rimmed with smoke and skulls.

      Dusk was burning its last. But it wasn’t the growing chill that caused a shudder to roll through her.

      She tossed the handbill into a nearby brazier. Fiery tendrils lapped the paper’s edges, liberating the wrinkles in its tattered body. The words caught, turning to ash as they swirled into the air:

      
        
        THE BLACK CARNIVAL — IVORY’S SPIRIT ASYLUM — SPEAK TO THE DEAD
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            LESTER

          

          APRIL 20, 1886

        

      

    

    
      Lester Black’s cloak undulated as the circus grew around her, a black heart pulsing at the center of it all. Winter ebbed from England’s shores, but twilight still brought with it bitter winds.

      Though her body might’ve been tired after decades of show business, her soul burned like the lanterns around her. Her heart drummed with the rhythm of the Romani music that threaded through the carnival air—a feverish tune of neglected duties and the cursing of death. Even more than the performers practicing all about the grounds, the workmen enjoyed it, hammering, hoisting, and hollering away to it.

      The tents rose by the dozens, stretching up in skeletal frames of various sizes. Some slender and tall, others wide, their canvas flesh wrapped in stripes or triangular markings. These misfit cathedrals were not like their competitors. They were decorated in dark, earthy tones—grays, blacks, tea-stained cream, deep violet, and burgundy. The ominous combination of black and crimson was loudest amongst the combinations. Wrought iron gates and lampposts dug into the earth, as though the circus itself was sinking its teeth into Cardiff’s outskirts.

      It never failed to amaze her how quickly the small town would appear. This was a place where fantasies went to perish. Not to rot, but to be resurrected into reality.

      Construction had taken nearly a week. All the while, heralds and handbills plastered every street and alley of Cardiff. They promised the spectacular—sparing no indulgence—with genuine displays of witchcraft, and even a menagerie home to infernal creatures, tamed by individuals not far better. One of Lester’s favorite rumors claimed the circus was haunted, pursued by persistent phantoms, sprouting up wherever their caravans settled.

      Much like the rumors, all about the grounds clung a faint but putrid aroma. Yet, between roasted honeyed nuts, kettle corn, eel pies, and sheep’s trotters, it was impossible to trace. The fresh grass the circus claimed quickly became trampled, worn, and cut by the hundreds of boots hurrying about. Natural pathways between the tents revealed themselves, the veins of something greater than its parts, doing little to simplify the seemingly infinite array of spectacles.

      Before the guests arrived, rehearsing and training performers littered the grounds with the sounds of soft grunts. Balance artists teetered on highwires, unicycles, and rola bolas. Juggling props bobbed and spun blithely in the air—balls, clubs, rings, knives, and torches. On the ground, contortionists tied their bodies in knots beside the acrobats taking flight from springing heels and hands. Their respective expertise in select disciplines formed natural cliques, revealing quirks in their personalities. Where the jugglers seemed more prone to introversion, their aerialist peers were oftentimes more charismatic and loud.

      Their gazes contained bursts of euphoria, steeled concentration, and a curious, silver gleam. Halos of light shone softly from strung lights and lanterns whose flames seemed not to burn at all but rather breathe, a gleaming web between every tent. It was prettiest when it rained, Lester thought.

      Unlike other circuses, the impossibilities on display from the artists were juxtaposed by the earthy tones of their costumes. Particularly bright colors were difficult to find, while whites, blacks, and grays dominated between crimson or burgundy accents. But even the deepest of blacks seemed to catch a glimmer, if only from those lanterns blessing them all.

      It felt as though the days of construction had raced by in a minute’s time. The jump. That’s what they called it.

      Twilight and dawn had chased each other across the horizon and now careened to a halt. Save for the now plodding melody of its musicians, the circus was eerily quiet, holding its breath. Soon, the guests would arrive.

      The tinkling of a jester’s cap drawing nearer interrupted Lester’s musing.

      Wearing it was a short clown dressed in a patched waistcoat and a collared shirt tucked into gray and black striped trousers. His lean, watchful face was decorated with sharp, black points running beneath his downturned, hazel eyes, betraying a youthfulness robbed of its naivety. His chestnut-copper hair stuck out every which way in wavy locks.

      When she didn’t acknowledge him, he tapped her shoulder with a wooden juggling club. A bell on his cap chimed again.

      “Are we ready?” she asked. Her silver-streaked, black hair swayed in the salty wind.

      The clown nodded.

      She waved him away, and he set off toward the entrance gates. A line of locals had formed, stretching nearly to the city. Some peered over the shoulders of others, the carnival lights aglow in their eyes.

      “So we begin,” Lester murmered softly, “as we have begun a hundred times before—from darkness to bring the people stars.”
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            ATHERTON

          

          APRIL 21, 1886

        

      

    

    
      He knew he was getting closer because of the stench. Excrement, sodden flesh, blood, bile, and even a heavy pinch of despair all commingled to create that smell which isn’t ever one single smell: human rot. Some might balk at the idea that despair had a scent, but for Atherton Graves, it was as recognizable as sea spray or fresh bread.

      Atherton had been torn from the womb only to be cradled in a house of death. Conceived, birthed, and reared in his father’s mortuary, death wasn’t so much an old friend but a family member, a business partner, and he its humble servant.

      New Sarum’s backwoods were steeped in evening gloom. The warmth of spring was forgotten in the night, now crisp and chill. Twilight peeked through thousands of boughs as the wood’s peaceful sounds rippled through the air. The rhythmic creaking of a rusted lantern was Atherton’s only company. 

      Armed with a shovel and an iron stomach, he broke off the trail. Smoke billowed out from his sixth cigarette that evening, and given the rank stench currently guiding him, he reckoned he might have six more.

      The lantern found them before his eyes did. 

      With a sheen of moisture, they all but glowed in the gaslight. A pair of feet—bare, gnarled toes caked with dirt—swayed at eye level. The closer he got, the louder the groaning sounded from the branch supporting the hanged man.

      “Clark’s boy found him. A ghoul. Some vagrant, by all rights,” his father had told him over lunch. “Just get him in the earth before tomorrow. Remind the city what we’re good for.”

      Atherton took a few drags before setting down his lantern and taking off his cap. “You know, I was having a perfectly pleasant afternoon before you showed up,” he said, jabbing his finger into the corpse’s foot. “Not that you asked, mind you. Who runs off and hangs himself in the middle of nowhere? You’ve got some nerve.”

      The stranger’s distended, black tongue didn’t retort, which was a blessing, as the undertaker’s conversations with the dead were growing more discourteous by the body.

      Climbing the tree to cut down the noose failed to rekindle any warm childhood memories. Instead of running about the school yard, Atherton had played hide-and-seek with his younger sister, where an empty embalming table or coffin was a preferred hiding spot. Strange echoes whispered in his ears when no crushes dared. Instead of playmates, he had bodies needing his care.

      There were always bodies.

      Atherton murmured an apology before cutting him down. Crouching over the decedent, he peered at the deathly visage. The ghoul looked only a few years older than he. Lifting up the ghoul’s shirt and coat, he found the edges of his ribs protruding from gray flesh.

      “Hungry, eh?”

      He laid the ghoul upright against a tree trunk, his limp neck and bloodshot eyes making him appear rather disappointed as his final resting place was dug in front of him. Not that anyone would be overjoyed to witness it.

      As Atherton worked, he spun stories about his new friend, and the task went by quicker for it. Having finished digging, Atherton leapt out of the shallow pit and rewarded himself with another cigarette. Perhaps it was loneliness, or a touch of madness from socializing too often with the dead, or an act of peacekeeping for what he was about to do—either way, Atherton popped one of his Woodbine cigarettes between the ghoul’s blackened, cracked lips.

      “You really must forgive me,” he said. “Old habits and all that. But do try and understand—not a coin’s being passed around for the likes of you. And that grave was a bugger to dig.”

      It was nothing personal, going through cold pockets. And the prospects for these particular trousers were slim. At best, a nice matchbook. A sixpence, if luck was on his side. With his fingers creeping through the body’s clothes like spiders, an uncanny feeling bubbled up in his stomach.

      Death always turned people into objects—strangers and mangled bodies, especially so. But no matter how grotesque or unfamiliar the corpse, the longer Atherton spent with them, the more that waxy barrier melted away—the more he felt watched. Heard.

      He learned the hard way about catching feelings. A simple job could turn cumbersome. And once that sympathy found a place to burrow, it sank in its fangs. Each pocket was an exchange of secrets—every article and pilfered object a confession. A broken timepiece. A worn photograph. A sheaf of pages from a Bible.

      He created a neat pile of the ghoul’s belongings by the lantern. With nothing else left to do, Atherton took hold of the ghoul’s noose and looked over the body for a final moment. He never did like that term—ghoul. They were no more inhuman than some poor soul with consumption.

      “A damned shame you’ve found yourself here,” he said. “At the crossroads of nowhere, only to fall headlong into Hell.”

      The undertaker slipped his fingers between the rope and the damp flesh of the man’s neck, loosening the noose until he could remove it. When he lifted the body by its lapels, he felt something else.

      He let the corpse slump back, searching with renewed interest. Something small was tucked away in a clever inner pocket. He lifted his lantern and brought it close to what now lay in his palm, smeared with cold blood—two pieces of paper. Small. Identical in shape and size, rectangular with ribbed, sturdy edges.

      The two tickets were black with white lettering and scarlet accents. Before he could make out the faded print, his lantern hissed and guttered, leaving them enveloped in the forest’s thick gloom. Pocketing the tickets, Atherton felt about until his hands found the corpse once more. Having dragged it into the shallow grave, he took up his shovel and began burying a nameless past.

      It was no trouble working in the dark. After all, he had done this more times than he cared to count.
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            BOO

          

          APRIL 23, 1886

        

      

    

    
      A clown dressed in monochrome stripes and laced, leather leggings accepted tickets from a pair of guests, his hands flourishing as they erupted in a flash of fire. His exuberance was made eerie by his still expression and large, curious eyes decorated with red and black greasepaint. Some got the impression that Boo was a puppet, a golem of some kind, stuffed with cotton and whatever mischievous magic winds the heart of a mime.

      The women looked between his hands and the ashy remnants that floated away in winking embers. With a deep bow, he ushered the two ladies through the entrance gates and, arm in arm, they ventured into the circus, discussing whether the trick was sleight of hand or some concealed contraption.

      Having consulted a clock plucked from his waistcoat, the clown eased the wide, double gates shut before opening the far smaller exit.

      It was the Black Carnival’s final evening in Cardiff. Behind the clouds and their wraithlike glow, a sea of stars pulsed. Beneath that glittering silence was the booming heart of the circus—the fluttering lights and garrulous crowds, the roar of ringmasters over trance-like accordion melodies bleeding through bursts of muffled applause—a seemingly unmanageable cacophony humming along in orchestrated chaos. In the distance were the gloomy outlines of Cardiff’s docks and the bobbing silhouettes of ships, their masts bony protrusions nestled in foggy, sable waters.

      The clown had precisely thirteen minutes before he was needed elsewhere. With a swift turn of his heels, he disappeared among nearly a thousand guests exploring the grounds.

      He strode by sideshow entertainers working pitches, past steaming food stands, beneath the draconic exhalations of fire breathers, and between the legs of stilt walkers. Shadows cast by acrobats, contortionists, and jugglers danced over the throngs, who moved with uncanny precision as they balanced upon high wires strung between tents. He was another painted face among hundreds.

      Walking through the circus was not unlike wandering into a cornfield except for every stalk there was a performer, and for every dead end, another exhibit bound to tempt a coin or two—another show to turn hours into minutes. But the clown understood this dizzying maze better than he knew himself.

      To slip through the backstage of the aerialists’ tent for a quicker path or cartwheel atop a tightrope to avoid the crowds required no more conscious thought than his own heartbeat. Though the circus may have traveled the world, seldom did he leave its grounds—thus the entire world might as well have been the circus, and the circus his world.

      The clown’s striped top was accented by a charcoal, ruffled collar. The patterns stopped at his plain, once jet-black waistcoat. Then there was that hideous, oversized patchwork mess of a fool’s cap he couldn’t be caught without, bouncing with three diamond-shaped bells. Leather belts, harnesses, and straps decorated his body, each for a different prop. Clubs hung from his thighs, juggling balls nestled in a pouch at his hip, and knives crossed at his back, with six red rings hanging beneath. These spoke nothing of his proficiency in aerial acrobatics. He was not merely another performer—he was a walking array of acts.

      For all his talents, he lacked a name. A proper one, at least. When Lester had plucked him from Bethlehem Asylum and brought him to the circus over a decade ago, the others quickly noted the permanent unease on his face, as though he’d just been startled.

      So “Boo” it was.

      Boo moved to the northernmost edge of the circus, just beyond its gates, where the delighted shrieks were drowned by the chatter of wetland toads. There were no guests here, no performers, no signs nor arrows to guide a full purse down a path of liberation. Still, he glanced about to be sure he hadn’t been followed.

      A single, solitary tent fluttering with gaslight stood tucked away in an otherwise unlit corner. It emanated a steady clinking—precise, steel tools being carefully used—and the mutterings of a crew working within. Shrouding the place was an unmistakable odor of moldy meat and soured milk, worsened rather than masked by harsh chemicals.

      Boo made his way toward a burning brazier behind the tent. The shadow of a towering, brawny man with pallid skin was cast on the trampled grass. He peered at a ledger, his pencil like a matchstick between his fingers.

      “Evenin’, Boo,” he said. His milky eyes caught the fire’s glint as he scrupulously examined a list of goods received and shipped out.

      “Thomas,” the clown replied.

      Thomas opened his cigarette case and plucked out one for each of them.

      “It’s sweet at first. Molasses. Biscuits and licorice.” He sighed after lighting Boo’s. “Then chestnut, maybe oak. It ’as layers, like a secret. Or a sausage roll. I pinched it off a shipping vessel a few days ago. It’s Virginian.”

      There wasn’t a cigarette strong enough to mask Thomas’s mortifying breath, and not much else besides the flavor of putrefied flesh could get him to wax poetic. His ghoulism gave him an unfortunate appetite for rotten meat of any sort—human flesh being the most satisfying.

      Boo eagerly inhaled the smoke through his nostrils. They’d found privacy behind makeshift walls created by dozens of crates stacked atop one another as Thomas checked the contents in each, scratching at his ledger every now and then.

      Nearly twice as wide and tall as Boo, Tommy was built like the carnival’s strongmen. The Scottish giant wore a long, gray coat, its collar brushing his clean-shaven jawbones, over gray-and-black striped trousers. Suspenders clung to his bare chest. His white hair—another effect of his malady—was combed messily over his shaved sides. Before Lester Black had recruited him from London’s betting rings, Thomas’s nimble fingers and propensity for brawls made him an excellent gonoph, a thief of varied talents that leeched off London’s high society.

      Boo went to sit on his customary chair, only to find it occupied by a large mass covered by a tarp.

      “Oh, that?” Thomas pulled away the tarp, unveiling the slack features of a dead man. He was a little over middle-aged, with a spectacularly long line of snot solidifying from his nose. His eyes were uneven and staring. “Somebody found the old bloke in the mirror house. All alone, he was. Imagine that—some real posh-like couple comes around the corner and sees this dead’un’s ugly mug leering from twelve sides. Do you reckon he scared ’imself to death?”

      “It is advertised on our heralds that our grounds are not for the faint of heart. Tsk, tsk.”

      “Well. His heart was faint. At least we’re living up to our reputation,” Thomas said, snatching up the man’s top hat and fitting it to his own head.

      Boo went through the man’s clothes and found a spare shilling, the coin no sooner vanishing into his waistcoat.

      “Folks who found him think we reported him to the bobbies. But judging by the state of ’im, no one’s going to come looking. He’s worth much more to us like this, at any rate. Kayne will throw a parade.”

      Boo stood up and covered the corpse again. “What do you think he’ll fetch at the medical college?”

      “If I were a betting man—and I am—I’d say four pound.”

      “Five, at least. He’s still warm.”

      "If we can get ’im there before daybreak, that is. And that task will fall on yours truly.” The ghoul sighed.

      Boo’s lips curled into a smirk. “You willing to wager on that?”

      “One pound.”

      Boo and Thomas each spat into their hands and shook.

      “It looks as though we’ll be discussing coin soon enough. Best not spoil it,” Thomas said.

      Boo recognized the jostling of a carriage in the distance and took off his cap to hear better. Doing so unleashed a sweaty, oily nest of copper locks sticking out every which way.

      Then came the woahs from a driver just outside their wall of crates. The carriage arrived with the aroma of cigars and the mutterings of its two passengers.

      “That’d be the men of the hour,” Thomas said.

      “Late,” Boo noted.

      “I ’ave adjusted my expectations. I suggest you do the same.”

      Before Boo could grumble any further, two gentlemen turned the corner in matching gray suits. Silver crosses studded the toes of their boots. The two brothers could be told apart by the elder’s moustache, his dead eye, and the younger’s insistence upon sounding more educated than he was.

      “There’s my favorite biter!” Arthur, the older sibling, exclaimed with outstretched arms. The movement was purely symbolic, as he’d sooner throw his arms around the Devil himself.

      “Just ghoul or the standard cretin will suffice, thank you,” Thomas said. “Shall we?”

      “A’right, a’right, I meant nothin’ by it,” Arthur scoffed. “All business, then? That’s fine by me, Mr. Barker. That’s a fine hat, if you don’t mind me saying. We was in a hurry, anyhow. Wasn’t I just sayin’ that, Henry?” Taking off his own bowler, Arthur twirled it between his hands to show just how hurried he was.

      “That is verifiable, that is,” Henry said. “You all right, clown? He looks a trifle more forlorn this evening.”

      “No more talkative than our last meeting, though.” Arthur grinned. “You a’right?”

      Henry pressed closer to Boo. “It’s no wonder a woman like Lester prefers men like you. Nice ’n quiet-like. Do what you’re told. No questions asked, is it?”

      Henry was close enough now that Boo could see the flecks of amber in his brown eyes, the scars on his nose—crooked beyond repair. The clown took a deep drag, saying nothing over the gently sizzling tobacco.

      “Boo is here for assurance, gentlemen—nothing more,” Thomas explained. “You’d ’ave better luck getting a cat to crow.”

      “Yeah, that’s right, eh? The clown isn’t too…mendacious, is he?” Henry looked at the others with a smirk, met only by confusion.

      “Loquacious,” Boo murmured.

      “What was that?” Arthur asked.

      “My colleague ’ere seems to think your brother meant to say loquacious,” Thomas translated.

      Henry advanced on Boo. “You painted runt. How about you correct my speaking after I’ve finished recapitulating your insides.”

      “Rearranging?” Boo corrected.

      Taking hold of the clown’s lapels, Henry stammered, “You bloody mute. Who’re you to correct my English?”

      Boo glared back with stiffening indifference.

      “For fuck’s sake. I ought to ’ave brought a ruler. ’Cause I didn’t realize we’d gathered to measure our cocks. Where’s your man? Where’s Mason?” Thomas asked.

      Relinquishing Boo, Henry said, “Mason’s on hiatus.”

      “Oh, Henry,” his brother groaned. “No, he ain't! You oughta stop usin’ words you ain’t knowing the meaning for. Mason’s not on hiatus. He’s off on business elsewhere. New something? What was it called?”

      “New Sarum,” Henry said.

      A curious spark crackled in Boo’s heart. They’d be making the leap to that city after Cardiff. The circus had never been there before.

      Arthur snapped his fingers. “That’s it! So we’ll be checkin’ your numbers ourselves this time around.”

      Handing over his clipboard, Thomas hooked his thumbs into his suspenders and stepped aside. They settled into an uncomfortable silence broken only by the opening and closing of crate lids, the popping fire, and Arthur’s guttural mutterings as he went about the stimulating task that Thomas had performed three times already that evening.

      “Who’s the cold one?” Henry asked with a nod toward the corpse. “Your supper?”

      “I don’t eat rubbish,” Thomas replied. “Somebody could serve you up on a gold platter and I wouldn’t be tempted.”

      “You’d do better to watch your tone around a Disciple. I’ve killed for less.”

      “Killing? Oh, that’s the cardinal act, is it?” Thomas leaned in with a hand on the boy’s shoulder, speaking low. “Where I come from—the family, it’s sometimes called—I spilt the blood that’d gone ’n built that world. You’re just living in it, kid.”

      “If you think you can⁠—”

      Arthur interjected. “Oi, oi, pipe down, baby brother. A dead bloke’s not our problem. What is our problem is that you and your crew of the fashionably undead are behind, Mr. Barker.” Shoving the clipboard into Thomas’s chest, he continued. “Your numbers are square. But that’s just the problem, innit? The numbers. Look at this lot! You ’aven’t sold nearly half of what we’ve tasked you with.”

      “It was far easier when we were selling your stiffs, aye,” Thomas replied, reaching into a crate and fishing up an expensive piece of china from the straw bedding. “There’s not always a market for oriental teacups on this side of the Thames. Stolen ones, leastways. You want us to make your contraband disappear? We’ll need more bleedin’ time. Will that suffice, Mr. Fletcher?” In all his wisdom, Thomas flipped open his steel case and offered a cigarette to Arthur.

      When Arthur took the cigarette, Boo thought for a moment that his circus and the Disciples might finally see eye to eye.

      For a moment.

      “We don’t want your fuckin’ smokes,” Henry said. “We want the coin promised for goods provided, and in a timely manner!” In a single blow, he slapped both the cigarettes and the case from their hands.

      They landed in the brazier’s burning coals.

      Though neither of the brothers knew the ghoul as well as Boo did, they seemed to sense that Thomas was stifling a particular breed of wrath.

      “If you have half a mind, brother, you’ll get back in the coach,” Arthur said.

      “Mason won’t be satisfied with excuses, not from the likes of him!”

      Arthur grabbed his younger brother as though reining in a disobedient pup and landed a firm smack to the back of his head. “Coach, now!” he shouted.

      Henry’s face flushed red. He strangled his cap, huffing petulantly. Beneath the scars and the tailored suit, Boo saw the Whitechapel youth that learned how to pickpocket before being taught his letters. Giving the dead man a kick, Henry skulked off into the carriage, slamming the door shut.

      Rubbing his stubble, Arthur said, “I apologize for ’im. I do. He’s still young, eh? But listen, he’s not wrong. Dealin’ with us, that’s one thing. But Mason is another matter. He’d ’ave your head for this shit.”

      Thomas folded his arms. “The facts remain. We fence your goods as quick as we may. But this? All of this shit? We’re only men mitherin’ ’neath the boot of time, just like anybody else.”

      “No, Thomas. You’re a bloody circus. You sell the impossible. You’ve the Devil in your corner, to boot, and the Disciples don’t do mercies or confessions. Next time we meet, you’d do well to have replaced all this with the hard coin obliged to us. If you can’t, well, you bloody well know what ’appens then.” Putting on his bowler, Arthur patted the wall of crates as he turned in the direction of the carriage, saying, “We know where you’ll be. You’ve three weeks, Thomas.”

      The light from the brazier fluttered across Thomas’s stony expression. Crumbling, the coals spewed sparks and settled deeper. His steel case was blackened, the prized Virginian tobacco ashes among the coals.

      Boo listened to the Disciples’ carriage rolling away. He wiped the sweat that had bloomed on his forehead, smearing his makeup in the process. “You a’right?” he asked.

      “If it weren’t for Lester’s sake, and of every soul owed to this place, I’d have stripped the flesh from those wee bampots and made ‘em hand deliver it to Mason fuckin’ Cross.”

      “The night is young.”

      Thomas took off his coat with a snort and bent over the corpse. “Come on, lend a hand. Let’s give Kayne a reason to smile. One, two…”
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      Atherton slid his arms out from beneath Alice, laying the child’s delicate body upon the embalming table. After placing a head block beneath her neck, he smoothed out the girl’s black hair. The deep color was intensified by her ivory skin, the azure of her veins, and her pale eyes growing foggier by the minute.

      He draped a spare towel over the only mirror in the preparation room. This part of his home often felt particularly crowded.

      As he was gathering implements to set the child’s features, the door to the back room swung open. His father strode through, steaming cups of Earl Grey in each hand.

      Allan leaned against another embalming table, the back of his trousers brushing the bare arm of elderly Mrs. Merrick, scheduled for viewing in just thirty minutes. He sipped his black tea, setting his son’s beside an instrument used to wire jaws shut. The steam from the mug reminded Atherton that he hadn’t had a cigarette in at least an hour, which he fixed promptly.

      Through the tiny windows in the dead room, he watched another spring afternoon pass over New Sarum. He could hear children playing at the edge of the market—children who weren’t frigid and stiffened with rigor mortis.

      Allan removed his spectacles and rubbed his eyes. “Must you do that in here?”

      “I’m working, aren’t I?”

      “Sometimes, I suppose… Well, I wonder if you are becoming rather relaxed in the preparation room.”

      “This is our home. My bedroom is a hallway away from where I pump people full of embalming fluids. My personal and professional habits are damned to intersect.”

      “Fair enough.” Allan spread out his hands in a sign of surrender. “She’s the third child this month, that one.”

      “I know.”

      “Does it not bother you?”

      “Of course it bothers me.” Atherton pinched his face as if the very thought was a nuisance, only to pinch it further after taking a sip of tea.

      Bitter. Far too bitter.

      “Because you don’t seem bothered.”

      “Fine. It doesn’t bother me. You’re right. But you also over-steeped the tea—again.” 

      “I admit I became distracted. And you’ve become detached. Cold. Unfeeling.”

      “Goodness, I wonder why.” Tilting open Alice’s jaw, Atherton cleaned out the inside of her mouth with a piece of cotton. “That’s what you wanted, anyway. It’s scarlet fever, isn’t it?”

      “No, not what I wanted. In fact⁠—”

      Atherton groaned and wiped his forehead in exasperation. The action left behind a smear of blood that had dried on his forearm earlier that day.

      “Another time then,” Allan conceded. “Right. The scarlet fever. There have been no signs of illness, no conceivable source. Whatever it may be, it is some fierce stroke of misfortune. Your sister is terrified of it. She thinks she’s next. You’d do well not to discuss this with her.”

      “I will not make it a point to show Delma, but I will not hide the truth from her, either. You paid me no such courtesy when I was her age. You’ve had me digging graves and hoisting the dead since I was seven.”

      Finding the towel his son had placed over the mirror, Allan pulled it off. “Have we not discussed this nonsense?”

      Concentrating on scraping food from Alice’s molars, Atherton murmured, “It helps me focus. Grandfather always said you’d see spirits in the reflection.”

      “You know who sees spirits? Those who wish to. It drove your grandfather mad, these superstitions. And yet here I am, my sensibilities perfectly unshaken by the very same profession. I would not have you share his fate, rambling like some Bedlam patient about phantasmic visitations and their secrets.”

      “And what about their secrets?”

      Atherton spotted the edge of a metallic object in the back of Alice’s throat. It was the size of a coin, shining with saliva, and lodged so deep he nearly missed it. Pulling it free, he set it upon the embalming table and toweled off his hands. A few of the sharp points were tipped with blood.

      Allan donned his spectacles. “What is this?”

      “A trinket of some kind. A pendant? The cause of her untimely demise, most likely.”

      “It wasn’t fever, then. Alice choked.”

      “But what child wears a symbol like this? A six-pointed star bound in a circle? Are you familiar with it?”

      Taking the pendant in hand, Allan rubbed his thumb over it and held it up. It drank in the overcast light coming from the window. He scoffed. “Familiar is a queer word for those people. God knows they like to keep their secrets. If Alice’s parents were Gehennics, it’s no mystery then—they aren’t the type to keep a careful eye on their children.” With a disdainful shake of his head, he set the pendant down. “A heap of lost souls, if you ask me. Look where it got them.”

      “Gehennics,” Atherton repeated, his voice distant from his body. “Mum said they were just vindictive Catholics taking the piss out of God.”

      Allan coughed up a chuckle. “Yes, well. People of the Morning Star. Keepers of the black faith. Friends of the Devil. Witches, in short. As the story goes, a little church popped up in London in the mid-1600s, where people like Alice’s parents, I suppose, congregated. Went to pray and sing hymns, just like any good Christian. Except, they weren’t praying to God and his archangels—rather, their counterparts in Hell. Gehenna.”

      “What compelled them?” Atherton asked.

      Allan rubbed at his already pristine spectacles with a handkerchief plucked from his pocket and shrugged. “Behold. The mantle humans bear.” He gestured to Alice. “Some people don’t like the world God gave them. You almost can’t blame them.”

      Thoughtlessly, Atherton found himself tucking a stray lock of hair behind Alice’s ear. Images of her playing outside with the other children seeped into his eyes. He gnawed on his lower lip.

      “There was a great fire in London in 1666,” Allan continued. “Nearly turned the whole city to ash. But guess what was spared, eh? That little church. Between that and the fact that they offer asylum to ghouls and the like, they’ve had quite the following since then. Who knows—maybe the Devil looks out for his own after all.”

      “If that’s true, he didn’t think to spare her,” Atherton said.

      Allan sighed. “Then the Devil and God have that in common. They have a habit of disappointing their followers. But!” Allan clapped his hands together. “More importantly, however she came upon the pendant is immaterial. What we have just discovered does not leave this room, do you understand? Save for your mother, of course. It would assuage Delma’s fears, too. But should Alice’s parents ever become privy to this, it would destroy them, even more than her death already has. Such a tragedy, the loss of a healthy child, for naught but an accident. An oversight. No.”

      “But, Father⁠—”

      “We confirm their suspicions. Trust me in this. It was scarlet fever, just as you said. Yes. Nothing more.”

      “Surely you can’t expect me to⁠—”

      “The horrors of some truths spoil the virtue of honesty. Now, get a change of clothes. Wash up. Our monthly deposit is due. We wouldn’t want to try Mr. Cross’s patience, now would we?”

      “What about Alice? Mason expects you this time around. He asked to have words with you.”

      “I’m afraid it will have to be you once again, my child. Alice isn’t going anywhere. Consider it a promotion! Meeting with the Disciples is integral to our operation. Ugh, not that look, Athie. The Merricks have requested me for their grandmother’s viewing, specifically. You remember how they were with their grandfather.”

      “It’s not my fault he started purging like a fountain during the viewing! And are you mad? Promotion, my arse! This farce of their ‘taxing’ us under the false pretense of protection is infuriating. It’s extortion. They’re mobsters. Thieves. Bloody mutchers and prigs, all of them.”

      “And I call paying them keeping my family safe. As far as I’m concerned, you getting to shout obscenities at me with your vocal cords intact is proof of purchase. Besides, Mason’s always taken a shine to you.”

      Atherton knew there was no use quarreling with his father, precisely because they’d had the same argument countless times before. That didn’t change how good it felt, shouting and slamming surgical implements around. “I despise Mason,” he said much quieter, “and he knows that.”

      “Then you have a splendid opportunity, don’t you? Letting bygones be bygones. Water beneath the bridge and all that.” Producing an envelope from inside his suit, Allan tucked it into Atherton’s waistcoat and patted it. “Give Mason my regards.”
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        * * *

      

      Standing by the entrance of the White Horse pub, Atherton was beginning to regret wishing away his chores at the mortuary. For all the tedium the dead demanded, he far preferred it to the living’s unpredictability.

      The bustling marketplace teemed with familiar faces. Customers he’d come to know only in their grief. At best, their recognition of him was tolerant. Like a tax or lawman, Graves Mortuary Services was considered a necessary expenditure. At worst, the Graves family was thought to bear both curse and plague, and to swindle you on the price of a coffin while they spread it. A family walking in the Devil’s shadow by doing the Lord’s work.

      He spotted the Merricks’ coach clattering through the throng, and caught Mrs. Merrick’s attention with a wave, receiving only an uncertain look from behind her black veil in return.

      Atherton pushed through the heavy doors of the White Horse and was met with a few dispirited nods from folks already drunk before noon. Smoky fumes of spilled ale and stale tobacco engulfed him.

      Over the steady hum of conversation, Atherton called, “Mollie, Mollie!”

      The barkeep ignored him, lingering with her regulars before begrudgingly making her way over. “You aren’t my only customer, Mr. Graves. You do know that, yes?”

      “I am not your customer at all. Not today, leastways,” he said as he outstretched the envelope his father gave him. “Here is Mason’s payment.”

      “He’s in the private lounge. You can give it to ’im yourself.”

      Summoning his most charming smile, which came across as plainly arrogant, he asked, “Would you be so kind as to deliver it to him? A favor. Just this once, Mollie.”

      “A favor, is that it? And what am I to tell ’im when he asks why you haven’t delivered it ya’self? Hm?” Mollie’s Scottish lilt became more pronounced the more annoyed she became, the lively curls in her red hair bobbing as she tilted her head. “I have other customers to tend to. Eh, Athie? Paying folk, mind you.”

      “Wait, wait, wait. Business! Tell him I had other pressing business. The business that is earning him coin! Yes, that’s good. Tell him that.”

      “An emergency burial? Is that it?”

      “Well…” He searched Mollie’s brown eyes.

      There was an intense, despairing silence.

      “Please, I implore you,” he continued. “Most beautiful and luscious Mollie, whose graces are a blessing to the philistines who stumble their way in here, I would be most honored if you took it to him. He’ll hardly notice, I assure you.” He took her hand and began to wrap her fingers around the envelope.

      “God bless you, Athie,” she said, pulling away. “For all your black moods, you ’ave a heart full of hope. Sadly, asking a barkeep to stand in the path of Mason Cross for you is too tall an order.”

      “Damn you, Mollie.”

      The crack of wood slapping wood shunted all conversation. Quiet enough for Atherton to hear his own nervous heart.

      The whole pub turned to watch Mason Cross emerge from the back room’s double doors, beaming a sharpened smile. Just shy of two yards tall, London’s notorious crime baron didn’t have to tower over anyone to make them feel small. The fine threads of his suit failed to hide the musculature of his back and arms, outlining their imposing curves. Evidently, his tailor was just barely keeping up with his training regimen.

      “Well, if it isn’t Atherton Graves. The boy born with a shovel in hand,” Mason said, approaching closer. “Why don’t we get you sorted?”

      Guiding Atherton into a private booth with a firm hand on his shoulder, Mason asked, “I trust your father ’ad other business, then?” His gravely voice carried the eloquence of careful thought honed by decades of violence. Were it not for the sheer terror it inspired, it might have been endearing. “Not that it matters, see, s’long as I’ve one of the Graves in my company.” He winked.

      Mollie returned with two glasses and the specific bottle of gin requested by the simple calling of her name, and left just as quickly.

      Once the doors were closed, the undertaker cleared his throat and said, “A viewing.”

      “Eh?” Mason poured himself enough to impair a small family.

      “My father had to attend a viewing. The, ah, the Merricks.” Watching Mason pour himself a more modest quantity, Atherton couldn’t help but notice a few drops on the lacquered table.

      Blood.

      “Well, that’s convenient, innit?”

      “What is, sir?”

      “No, no, sir. We’re business associates. You understand that, don’t you? So you won’t sir me like you’re some groveling li’l beggar child with a fake limp. It’s disrespectful. To both of us, mind you. Now. Your father knows when we agreed on our next meetin’. So what d’ya make of that? Go on, he ain’t ’ere. I won’t tell ’im.”

      “Perhaps he scheduled the viewing knowing he’d have to send me in his stead?”

      “You said it, not me. All’s I’m saying is it’s interesting.” Smirking, he folded his hands across his chest.

      Atherton could feel him drinking in his expression.

      Amber and black stripes ran down Mason’s waistcoat. His bronze hair was pulled back, curling in unruly locks at his neck. The scars on his stubbled, angular jaws and crooked nose spoke of fighting rings and threats that didn’t prove empty. Atherton failed to count the scars on the mobster’s hands.

      “Wouldn’t you agree?” Mason finally asked, giving one of those looks with his mossy eyes that could dissuade a bull from charging.

      “Certainly.” It was a shame—the gin was excellent, fouled by the dread bubbling in Atherton’s throat. He withdrew the envelope brimming with banknotes, coins, and receipts from his suit and handed it over.

      Mason counted every sixpence and note against the sale slips. The minutes passed with few remarks. All the while, Atherton reflected on the times he’d repeated this ritual or watched his father endure it when he was too young to understand. It wasn’t the first time, either, that he began to fantasize about ending the humiliation. He had tended to the care of countless corpses—he called it an art. But he had never made one himself.

      “So what is it then, Athie?”

      He took a deep drag of a cigarette—his third since he entered the booth. “What is what?”

      “Fear or trust? Your father knowingly sending you ‘ere in ’is place, I mean. Our families ’ave known each other for some time, now. We’ve been doing this dance for years, eh? You n’ I ’ave had our chats when I’ve come around your parlor, but…this is special, this. Our l’il connection. So what d’you reckon?”

      “Trust. Mine and your father reached an understanding long before we met.”

      “But you don’t. Trust, that is. You’re no snakesman, Atherton, but you ain’t gulpy, neither,” Mason smiled—the gleam of a gambler with a loaded card. “So long as we’re being honest, my trust in you is falterin’ right about now.”

      Atherton tossed back the rest of his drink, a white flame slithering down his insides. It failed to scald his throat like the next words he dragged from it.

      “I do trust you.”

      Mason scoffed. “It’s strange, innit? While we try so vainly to utter intricate deceits. Little flams. Our bodies tell the truth. An unsteady gaze. A stutter. A drummin’ knee. Back when ‘the Disciples’ was just a name whispered in Whitechapel’s alleys, it was tells like them which decided whether I lived or died. My ability to read ’em. D’you know what I’m readin’ now? Your ’ands. They’re shaking.” Mason reached into his inner breast pocket and pulled out a straight razor. “‘A righteous man ’ateth lying: but a wicked man is loathsome and cometh to shame.’ Proverbs.”

      “Surely you would not punish me for failing to admit I am shaken by your demeanor. You see the absurdity in that, don’t you?”

      Unfolding the blade, Mason chuckled again. “Right you are. That would be absurd. No, your fear—of which I am certain, mind you—ain’t my concern. There’s been an oversight in your earnin’s this month. ’Ave a look yourself.”

      Taking the receipt handed to him, Atherton looked over the services charged.

      He recognized the name.

      The Crowleys had lost their twin boys at the beginning of the month. They had been Alice’s age, and their deaths just as mysterious and sudden. He didn’t just remember their faces—he could see them. Feel them. Smell them. Hear them.

      “I’m afraid I don’t understand. This is the standard fee we render for such services,” he explained. “Coffin, burial, embalmings. It’s all here. See?”

      Mason didn’t bother looking where his finger pointed. “Notice the two ‘embalmings’ but only the one ‘coffin.’ The one ‘burial.’ It’s strange, innit? Two pieces of this transaction are missing, Atherton. Two. One coffin and one burial. There should be two, one for each chavy. Where’ve they run off to? Did the dead dig ’emselves up and demand business elsewhere?”

      “The Crowleys requested specifically to have their children interred in the same coffin. They were buried simultaneously and, therefore, required one plot. The children were laid in such a way as to fit them into one coffin. I arranged them myself.”

      “How so?”

      “Head to feet. Like this,” Atherton said, laying his arms on top of each other to demonstrate. “I remember remarking it was rather like a jigsaw.”

      Mason snorted. “I've always liked that about you. That black humor. You don’t ’ide your calluses. That’s why you’re so bloody unnerving. Nevertheless, it was an odd request, was it not?”

      “The bereaved often make requests one cannot always anticipate. As New Sarum’s only funeral parlor, we do everything to accommodate such requests, no matter how odd.”

      “Well, that is a relief,” Mason said.

      Atherton let out a breath. “It is?”

      “‘Course. I see it clear now. You weren’t tryin’ to mizzle from us. Takin’ a cut of our cut, as it were. Far be it from me to tell you how to run your business, but I do, ’owever, know the smell of a lost opportunity. ‘Coz this ’ere is a bloody travesty. Two burials. Two coffins. Two plots for the price of one. That does interfere with my cut, see. That’s not just the Graves Mortuary Services’ loss. It’s the Disciples’ loss.”

      “But the children were scarcely five years old. A single, grown man would be more trouble to bury.” His cigarette was cold in his trembling fingers. “And their mother. Their mother, she was⁠—”

      “Put your ’and on the table,” Mason said.

      “What will you⁠—”

      “Put it on the table. Do not make me ask again. I’ll even be kind. I’ll let you pick which.”

      Having seen many times what would happen if he continued to protest, Atherton laid his left hand upon the table. The straight razor caught the light of the chandelier above them. Its blade was a sheet of gilded flame.

      Before he could ready himself, Mason slid it in, slicing into the tight flesh of his knuckle, drawing it to the nail. Atherton’s other hand gripped the table, paling as the blade sank into each finger, cutting steady lines in each.

      After the work was done, as his blood seeped into the tabletop and pattered into his lap, Mason said, “I will gift you this implement of singular craftsmanship so that each day, as you rise to greet the morning ’n shave that darling chin of yours, you remember it’s the Disciples who ’ave your best interests in mind.”

      Tucking the razor into Atherton’s breast pocket, Mason gave him a pat. “Until next time, Atherton.”
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        * * *

      

      The roar of the pub had been replaced with the chatter of the Butler House orphanage. Tiny hands on an untuned piano played offbeat melodies while the six other orphans dirtied their elbows and knees in the yard. At the dining table, Atherton watched his blood drip and swirl into a washbowl’s darkening water while Lilian Butler wound fresh gauze over his fingers.

      “It was humiliating,” he continued to lament.

      “There is no shame in being victimized by a power you have no control over. If that were the case, we’d all be creatures of great indignity,” she replied. Though she had finished wrapping his cuts, their hands lingered together.

      This alone was enough to intensify the throbbing in his fingers, propelled by the rampant beating in his chest. Given the excuse to be this close to Lilian, Atherton almost felt some gratitude to the man who’d nearly maimed him. His infatuation bloomed the day he’d been called to collect her late husband some seasons ago. She possessed a quiet assuredness, a stillness, perhaps from all those years she had on him. Maybe she, too, dwelt in a world of brief joys shadowed by melancholy. He heard it in her laugh whenever he indulged her morbid fascination with his work stories, saw it in her gaze, how it scrutinized him with a curiosity that almost felt eerie, as though they spoke with a veil between them. He liked the sharp angle in the bridge of her nose, the pronounced overbite on her full lips, and how her small frame had deceived him at first, as her spirit was anything but meek.

      “And what is indignity if not being forced to endure suffering that affords nothing? To forfeit myself to this brute? I would do unspeakable things to see that his shadow never darkened this city again. Sometimes at night, it is all I can think of, but it doesn’t leave by morning. It haunts me.”

      Lilian leaned in. Her eyes were nearly pitch black, with only the faintest difference between her pupils and irises. It was only noticeable when standing close enough to smell the weeds that had rubbed off on her gray dress from playing with the children. The bergamot on her breath. The lavender soaked into her black curls from bathing the night before. All of this visibly stunned Atherton, so much so that Lilian grinned sheepishly and pulled away. “And what of those other shadows that haunt you?” she asked. “The ones you’ve spoken of before?”

      “Shadows, yes,” he replied distantly. The heat running through his veins was replaced with a dreadful chill, and for a moment, he felt alone in the orphanage. The playful cries of the children outside became a distant world, fading to the coldness seeping into his flesh. It made him forget about his dealings with Mason, about Lilian’s face filling
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