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24 October 1887, Athenaeum Theater, borough of Southwark, London


It took three hours to kill Charlotte Bainbridge.


An egregious amount of time for an exsanguination, he knew. Any slaughter-man worth his salt would have scoffed at anything beyond eight minutes from first slice to last drop. But this instance demanded less of speed and more of precision. And though his hands had known blood, he was not an habitué of the abattoir. He was an artist.


Haloed by gas lamps, Mr. Pretorius continued his work in near silence. The only noise to be heard was the iron creak of the gibbet where a life-size Automaton hung amid overburdened shelves and cabinets full of the ephemera of the stage. If anyone had said to him fifty-odd years ago, when boarding the belly of a boat from Barbados in the afterglow of emancipation, that he would one day find himself in the understage of an English theater, with the fresh body of a dead girl, he would have laughed.


So it beggared belief how only that morning his little shop, nestled back behind the ropes and pulleys and hydraulics of the understage and dedicated to the props and contrivances that dazzled the eye and confounded the senses for the Athenaeum’s productions, had been transformed into a death house worthy of any hospital in the city. Only a few hours had passed since the audience had exited and the theater stilled before his precious workbench was pushed to the wall and in its place a mortuary table appeared. Trays, surgical instruments, and foul-smelling fluids had disordered the orderly chaos of his hammers, levels, wrenches, and wiring. It all seemed impossible, and yet—


He tested the needle’s integrity against the meat of his thumb as his old Nani had taught him and, hovering over her body, threaded the sharp point through the open incision on her neck, lacing the fine silk over and across the wound until the flaps of skin were neatly stitched closed. A faint trickle of fluid escaped over his fingers, but a quick, tight knotting of the silk stanched the leak.


“I have said this before, Pretorius, but it bears repeating. You have one of the finest set of hands in London.” Aurelius Ashe approached the table where Charlotte’s body lay. His soft leather boots barely made a sound on the carpet of damp sawdust on the floor. “These sutures are barely noticeable.”


The great illusionist’s stage vestige had been swept from him but none of the swagger. He stood straight-backed, hands in pockets, with kohl still smudging his dark eyes.


“The best I could do,” Pretorius said, dropping the needle into the tray on the table. “I had hoped to leave her unmarred. If I could have figured out another way—”


“My dear Pretorius, you know that no one ever leaves here unmarred.” Aurelius studied Charlotte’s prone body. Pulling his hand from his pocket, he let his fingers hover over the dead girl’s face, never quite touching her skin but running a hair’s breadth above. Down along her cheek, he traced her jawline until his sharp nails touched down on the stitches at her throat.


With any good magician or thief, hands were the tools of the trade. One hand ready to distract while the other picked the pocket. For Aurelius Ashe, the distraction was built in. Indelibly inked onto the back of his hand was the image of a wheel. Taken from the tarot, this Wheel of Fortune moved along his skin with each motion. Not in the natural way that skin moves over active muscle and tendon but as a wheel over ground. On the wheel spun, until his hand stilled.


Pretorius’s own hands had taken him farther than his skin told him was allowed. Brown, callused, and hard as horn with fingers thick and suited for the labors Aurelius required. The pinkie of each hand was spatulate with nary a nail, an old injury that had left tips flattened, crushed, and absent of feeling. These were not the hands of a magician, and for that he was grateful.


“I warned her, as I did our mutual friend, that she would not be the same. Concerns were dismissed,” Aurelius said, slipping his fingers through her hair. “Look at her, the sleeping lamb. Not a care in the world.”


Pretorius noted the gentleness applied. It might have been a comforting gesture if it was not a precursor to the violence to come. Not to Charlotte, who was well past feeling, but to Aurelius, for whom there was no god to offer a single mercy with this private performance.


“Now, as to your thoughts on there being another way… you know as well I that any alternative would not have been in her best interest. We discussed this and you agreed. Do you no longer trust me on this matter?”


“I might question your methods now and again, my friend, but I’ve not lost my faith in them nor my trust,” Pretorius said. “Even when they make me a murderer.”


“That’s a bit harsh.” Aurelius’s head darted up. “You know I never make anyone do anything. I only offer the means.”


Pretorius shook his graying head with the impishness of a fox at a rabbit warren. “Maybe we should have thought of bringing this to the stage.”


“There are some things in life, Pretorius, that do not need an audience. Not even you. Dim the lights,” Aurelius said as the first wisps of the gray clouded his dark eyes.


Stepping away from the table, Pretorius crossed the shop to where the Automaton hung. Reaching behind the gibbet, he turned the central valve he had installed to lessen the flow of gas to the lamps. The shop fell into soft golden shadow as the hiss dropped to a whisper. It was craven, he knew, to remain at this safer distance, but if this turned out to be the one time that Aurelius failed, well… there was no need to risk them both being taken by this dangerous trick.


The first words of an ancient tongue, fluent to Aurelius but foreign to his own ears, churned the quiet room like a rush of water. Pretorius looked at the Automaton.


“No audience means you too,” he whispered, gently turning the gibbet until the inanimate eyes no longer faced the spectacle at the table. He might have looked the fool for doing so but he was not about to risk one of his creations should the trick go astray.


Few people knew that magic was real. Even practitioners of long standing often dismissed the existence of magic as nothing more than card tricks, distraction, and sleight of hand. Entertainment for pleasure, for money, prestige. After all a magician’s greatest trick is getting you to believe what they themselves often do not. For Pretorius, magic, like faith, was not to be instantly doubted as false, although he was of a mind that preferred what could be seen, touched, and explained by taking something apart and rebuilding it. There was truth in the precision of science, and his understanding of the world came from the tangible not the fantastic.


Magic was not a game to be played lightly. As Aurelius Ashe had shown him, it was only the most daring practitioners who attempted to harness its darkest secrets. Many lost their lives, their sanity, or both in the gamble to understand and to perhaps amass power for themselves. While he had no desire to enter the realm of magic, he no longer questioned the validity of its existence. Too often Aurelius had succeeded in doing the unimaginable. Still, every man had his vulnerabilities, and luck didn’t last forever.


Pretorius chanced a glance back at the table in time to see Aurelius’s shoulders shudder and his strained body lurch over Charlotte. The temperature dropped in the shop like hail. Pretorius’s breath rimed the air, droplets coating his beard, and the impishness that had taken him before passed in the wake of the serious undertaking.


He couldn’t watch his friend’s sacrifice any further. He looked instead at the grate in the ceiling where outside the dull roll of Southwark echoed down through the ventilation ducts. He wished again that he had torn up the letter that had brought the man, who in turn brought the girl, this girl, to their door. The thrum of horses and wheels and the vague shouts of the streets at night. Life!


But those noises soon gave way to a cruel, deathly rattle, and Pretorius whirled around in time to see Aurelius stumbling back from Charlotte. His shirt was sweat-matted to his chest and back, and remnants of a dark fog trailed from the corners of his mouth. The gray that had clouded his eyes retreated and returned to black, hollowed and haunted as the universe. The demon claws had held and slowly the shop warmed again.


Pretorius pulled his watch from his well-worn waistcoat pocket and began to count the seconds.


One—Two—


His eyes shifted from Aurelius, slumped down on the dusty floor utterly drained from the act, back to the table where the dead girl lay. Old Nani’s last words to him before he boarded the boat to England bit at his ear.


‘Do your best to be a free man, but if you must serve another, choose your master wisely.’


Taking a breath, the watch ticked down.


Three—


Slowly Charlotte stirred.
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17 October 1887, Ports of London, Southwark


The wind blew from the east the night the ship was first sighted along the south bank of the River Thames.


There were no horns, no whistles, no bells to sound her approach, only two stories of sleek black hull slicing the water like a bat’s wing through the dark.


Giant wrought-iron wheels saddled either side of her, each partially hidden behind a half-moon paddle box painted black, a match to the hull, and sprinkled in silver stars. The wheel’s wooden paddles were sheathed in bright copper that glistened in the spray and splash, each turn a damning rebuff to any who stood in her way.


The nightly sifting of every sharp-eyed Mud Lark on the river halted as she thundered toward port.


“You see anyone?” one boy asked at the river’s edge. He hopped foot-to-foot amid the thick of the stink, hoping to bring relief from the cold swirling around his ankles. The dank bandage wrapped around his left foot offered no relief; the linen only sopped the water, creating a thin barrier between the soft mud and his bare skin. A pair of boots hung around his neck from their laces. The muddy soles bounced off his hollow chest but he didn’t dare leave them on the bank, as they would be gone as quick as the tide. It took losing something precious one time to learn that honor among thieves is a lie.


“Looks like a ghost,” said another as the ship towered past, roiling the low tide mist in her path as either an act of pure entitlement, an honest oversight, or simple disregard for the safety of anyone else on the water. The tall black funnel protruding from the heart of the ship’s body caught the young hungry eyes.


“That there ain’t a ghost, my lads.”


The boys turned toward the approaching creature, whose hulking form draped in thick canvas trousers and a thicker long coat was more bogey than man. His grease-matted hair fell across his pallid skin and into a pair of moon-gray eyes that reflected his subterranean life. He was every bit the imagined monster parents warned their children of on the darkest nights, but the hardened Mud Larks did not flinch at his company.


True, it was rare to see Old Tosher Jim or any of his ilk topside of London trawling as they did in the tunnels beneath, living and often dying away their days in filth. There was, however, one sure lure that would bring these men to the surface, away from the noisome sewers, and that was the promise of copper. And this incoming ship had enough copper on her to fill a tosher’s belly for a year.


An explosive bellow of steam shot high into the sky, painting the night a momentary white.


“And again we are to see our share of devils.” He sat his bull lantern on the bank like a votary amid the shit and rubbed his rough hands together, jostling the treasures in his bulging coat pockets.


The boys eyed the old man. “You saying you know who’s on that ship?”


Tosher Jim ran a grimy hand back through his hair. Flakes of dandruff and dried mud drifted onto his shoulders. “Aye, I do. Demons and dreams is what she brings, which is why I say that you lads are best keeping to the river. Take it from your Old Jim, steer wide and forget seeing that ship or any of those who sail on her.”


“And if we don’t?” asked the boy with the boots dangling at his neck.


The tosher retrieved his lantern from the river’s filth. “What’s your name, boy?”


“Michael Mayhew,” the boy said, with as much firm conviction as the silt sifting between his toes.


“Well, young Michael my lad.” He smiled, clamping his free hand onto Michael’s thin shoulder. “Don’t and be damned.”


In validation of Tosher Jim’s threat, the dark ship woke. Flames flickered in her deckhouses as the gas lamps within sprang to life. Within minutes, much of the lower hull illuminated against the river like a Turner waterscape. MANANNAN was emblazoned across a large brass plate near the tip of the bow.


Lost in the spectacle, few noticed the tide rising. Soon their opportunity to search the shore for nails and scrap would be lost until the next day’s low.


Who could look away, though, when the stars speckling the paddle boxes began to spread across the hull until the random pattern shifted into words:




Ashe & Pretorius’s Carnivale of Curiosities





It had to have been a trick of the eye, this moving of stars, and even the sudden presence of a tall figure at the bow did little to assuage this doubt. He stood stock-still with one hand held out over the water. Balanced in his palm were three spheres of light that he flung high into the air. As each rose, the next higher than the first, the spheres exploded in a flash of fire and spark to the delight of the watching Larks.


He heard the children murmur and squeal, but from where he stood the air was so deadened with grease and fog that even following the tails of the flares he could barely see the spires of the bridge, let alone the faces of his audience. A hint of unease, quite untraceable to any reasoned source, nagged at him. Pulling his heavy coat close, he waited, half hoping that his signal would go unanswered, but knowing as sure as the paddles that sloshed the filth-thickened waters that luck was not to be with him.


The tick tick of the watch dangling from his waistcoat pocket counted the minutes until three flares of light shot over Tower Bridge. He followed the stripe of light as the last retort sliced through the darkness with a distant boom. A chill cut through him. No amount of clothing could cure the touch. Nevertheless, he pulled his scarf tighter.


As he hurried back to the deckhouse, a shadow crossed him. It was a dark sliver that danced away as quickly as it had come, far too quick to see the shape of its meaning.
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17 October, aboard Manannan


Dear Mr. Ashe, I have in my possession something you might be interested in…


“It never ends,” Aurelius Ashe said, hearing the salon door open. He did not bother raising his eyes from the picture in his hand. “So many offers and every single one the same…”


“Nothing promising then?”


“This one”—Ashe flipped the picture like the third card of a three-card trick—“clearly a fake and not even a particularly good one.” He threw it down, nearly upsetting the pile of neglected letters that teetered on his desk.


“Ever since that damned Mermaid they’ve been crawling out of the woodwork with whatever piecemeal chimera that can be thought of. I ask you, Lucien, do they take me for a repository for every odd bit of claptrap?”


“Can you blame them?” Lucien pulled the damp scarf from his neck and tossed it across the red leather chaise. The stink of the river was a ghost on the wool. “As long as people enjoy seeing the strange there will be those seeking to profit, no matter what form it comes in.” He pressed his hands to the column radiator, wrapping his fingers around the filigreed cast-iron pipes until his skin scorched. A smile crossed his lips as the chill drew from his bones. “Look what it’s done for Barnum.”


“Then let Barnum continue to store the tat away in his American Museum.” Ashe sniffed, dismissing the name of the impresario as he did any other inconvenient thought. “I haven’t the need for humbugs.”


“You never did like him.”


“On the contrary, if anything I find his ambition admirable, and I would never begrudge a man who seeks to put coins into his coffer. It is, however, a matter of taste. I am not above a little deceit, but I do believe in offering authenticity rather than being a purveyor of hoaxes. It cheapens the art, the name, and in my opinion the experience.”


Had it been anyone else words such as these might have been viewed as jealousy, but from the lips of Aurelius Ashe, it was merely the honest observations of a carnival king with whom few would argue.


“Our paths crossed once, you know, Barnum’s and mine. Long before all of this”—he waved his arms—“and I saw his potential as clear as I see you. He has done well for himself, better than I expected with the encouragement given, but I had still hoped for more from him. Who knows, the man does have vision. He might still conjure up something even greater.”


“Not everyone has your skills,” Lucien said.


Ashe leaned back in his chair, his hands folded across his stomach. Tattooed to the back of each was a tarot image. The Wheel of Fortune on the right hand, on the left the Magician, while the wisdom of the world was etched across his handsome features as deep as the arabesques on the wood paneling behind him.


“It is from the thin air and the high hopes of our patrons’ imaginations that I build. If it can be dreamed, Lucien, if it can be believed, then it can be seen and realized.”


“If only for a moment.”


On the corner of the desk, an intricate brass orrery shone under the lamplight. The planets slowly spun in their orbits.


“Sometimes a moment is all one ever gets. Or ever needs.”


Lucien had learned much of the Carnivale’s business from watching Aurelius, who was always astute, often cunning, and without exception fair in his dealings. These were all skills to be learned. But the man seated comfortably behind the big desk held an intangible quiet confidence that would take a lifetime to acquire if he hoped to be half the magician and twice the master.


“You’ve made the announcement?”


“Yes,” Lucien said.


“And?”


“And Pretorius answered. He knows we’re coming in.”


“Good, good, good, good.”


Lucien remained by the radiator, where curious fingers of heat crept up his spine. “How long are we staying in Southwark?”


“In two nights we should run the first show. After that we’ll have to see. I prefer to wait until after November to set course again, perhaps even to the New Year. Avoid the first and the worst of the Atlantic storms. Why?”


Lucien shook his head. “No reason.”


Ashe leaned forward in his chair. The oil lamps bathed the polished rosewood walls in a warm golden glow, gilding his pale skin and firing his dark eyes.


“Something bothering you, Lucien? You’re rather subdued tonight.”


“No, no… I… I had hoped only for a longer stay in Tangiers. The warmth. The sun.” He shrugged. “I’ve never been fond of English winters.”


Ashe’s eyes narrowed. “I taught you to lie better than that,” he said, his broad smile creasing his bearded cheeks.


And he had. It was the first lesson Lucien had learned, though he was not a constant practitioner. Not like the Harlequin, and certainly not like Aurelius himself, who could unspool a fiction quicker than a thread from a bobbin. The only thing he was quicker at was ferreting out the truth.


“Your objections to returning to Southwark are well noted but they do not change the fact that I have business to attend to here. I have neglected London for seven years in deference to you. I’ll not address the troubles that came before that.”


“You usually show more courtesy when prying into my thoughts.”


“When a man is an open book, he had better expect his secrets to be read.” Aurelius sank back in his chair. “Not that your grief is any great secret. You have taken to wearing it like a second skin.” He swept his hand back through his thatch of long dark hair, into which winter was beginning to creep. “My question is, how much longer do you plan to continue this nonsense?”


It wasn’t the cruelty of Aurelius’s dismissal that seared but the casualness. “Nonsense!” Luce shouted. “You call what happened to my mother—” Rage choked him until his eyes burned.


“No, I call your tiresome mourning nonsense. Lucien, if every person decided to avoid a place because they could not put to rest their ghosts then the cities would fall to the rats because there would be no one left to sustain them.”


Aurelius ran his eyes over Luce’s face, hoping to see a chink in the stone. “I am not entertaining this any further. Southwark remains the nearest to a home that we have. Ghosts and all, this is where we began, where we are bound. It is where our theater stands—”


“I’ve no issue with London proper, but there are other stages, Aurelius, other theaters across the city. We could sell out The Royal Albert, Covent Garden. Why limit ourselves to only The Athenaeum?”


“She stands at the Newington Crossroads, which has proven convenient for my purposes. There are some rules even I must follow, nature of the beast and all. Besides, The Athenaeum is an experience unparalleled by any other circus, sideshow, or theatrical act. To speak of another venue diminishes not only us, but also all that Pretorius has created. His life’s blood runs through every inch of iron, oil, and brick in that building.”


The planets of the orrery spun a smooth click that resonated through Luce deeper than Aurelius’s words could reach.


“When you are running the Carnivale, as I hope one day you will once I tire of it, you can then perform anywhere that you choose as you and I do not live by quite the same dictates. Don’t think me callous, Lucien. If it would bring you some semblance of peace by all means lodge here on ship for the duration of our stay. Spend your evenings, your days in Westminster or Piccadilly, but you will be on The Athenaeum’s stage for every performance.”


Luce’s earlier rage, while no longer boiling, still simmered under the skin. “I wouldn’t dare dream of being anywhere else.”


“We are born into places, Lucien. Not of our choosing, but they are the places that never quite leave our bones, no matter how far we run or how much we succeed. For better or worse Southwark, for all that she is and will be, runs through you like the pitch in your veins.”


“And when my time comes for the Carnivale, am I to inherit everything that entails?” Lucien retrieved his scarf from the chaise and wrapped it around his neck.


“That is some years away to be of any concern now. Whether or not you will walk fully in my shoes is yet to be seen,” Aurelius said. “But I have confidence in your abilities. How far they will take you will be determined by how much you are willing to accept and learn. A role played like any other.”


“Only one with real consequences and repercussions that last long after you’ve left the stage.”


“Few of which will be yours,” Aurelius said. He laid his hand on the desk. The robed magician inked on the back held a wand above his head with one hand while the other, empty, pointed to the ground. Only the most observant eye would have caught the figure’s hands change position until the wand pointed at the ground and the other opened to the sky. “As above, so below, Lucien. Where the two meet is where magic resides. All pure fancy until made real.”


“One day, Aurelius, someone is going to come wanting—” Lucien tucked the ends of his scarf into his coat. “I’m afraid to think of what you have already been asked to do and have done.”


“If I were to stop and think every time about the repercussions of something that I had done or intend to do, well, what a dull little world that would be. Besides, we are merely a theatrical troupe, a band of illusionists and players who serve at the audience’s pleasure. Tell me, where is the harm in giving people what they want?”


“You know the cost.”


“Only because I set the price.” Aurelius smiled, but any humor had faded by the time it reached his black eyes.
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Lucien left the deckhouse with Aurelius’s words still stinging.


The side-levered engine thumped a steady tattoo in the ship’s belly. The steps thrummed under his feet as he made his way belowdeck.


“Damn!”


“Dita?” he called into the galley. “Y’aright in there?”


“You mean aside from the tea all over the floor?” she muttered, falling to her knees to sweep the leaves into a small neat pile. Her heavy black skirts pooled around her. She favored the somber color nearly as much as the mourning queen herself, but unlike Victoria, Dita preferred a little flair to her underpinnings, as proved by the lace of her red underskirt that peeped out from under the pool of black.


“Better the tea than the milk, eh.”


She jerked her shoulders and stared up at him from beneath a cloud of thick salt-and-pepper curls. Dita du Reve, the Romani Oracle of Budapest by way of Ipswich, if the truth is to be told. Her grandfather was the last member of the family to set foot in Hungary since coming to England, but Aurelius was not one to let a small fact get in the way of better fiction. She was a natural empath and an instant favorite. Her forecasts had increased the company’s fortunes exponentially. If Aurelius was the Father, then Dita was the closest thing to a Mother the company had. She was the comfort when prejudiced tongues inflicted cruelty, and as a seer she was the answer to all that you feared to ask. “Hand me a cloth. Wet it first.”


Lucien passed her the damp towel then slumped down at the table. “Aurelius?” He gestured to the spent leaves.


“He likes a reading when we near port.”


“See anything of interest?”


“What are you on about?” she said, scooping up the leaves.


“Are we going to have a good run? Any promising offers coming Aurelius’s way? Did you see anything?”


“If I had, I wouldn’t be telling you, now, would I? What I see during a reading is shared between the seeker and seer alone. Not for nosy nibs such as yourself.” She tossed the cloth into the sink. “Now, you look as if you could do with a cuppa.”


“Have we something stronger?”


Dita picked up the kettle. He watched her hook the handle over the faucet’s neck and turn on the tap. Water pattered into the metal basin from the rim of the kettle.


“Biscuits? Though I can do up something more substantial. We’ve some ham left or I could do you a ploughman or a cheese and pickle.”


“Tea is enough.”


“Are you sure? You missed supper. Again.” She turned the tap off and removed the kettle, pouring off some of the water into a teapot before setting the pot back to the burner. A small plume of blue flame hissed against the kettle’s steel bottom as she placed it on the stove.


“At this rate, you’ll be wasting away to nothing.” She poured the hot water out of the pot, leaving the china body warm to the touch.


“Dita—”


“It’s not like you, Luce, love, this loss of appetite. You ill?”


He smiled at the warm familiarity of his name. He often wished that Aurelius would be less formal toward him, but some natures weren’t meant to be changed. “I know that you can’t help yourself and bless you for it, but trust me when I say I’m fine.”


“Is that so?” She walked over and took Luce’s face in her hand. There was an unmistakable aura around him. It was an otherness that even among curiosities spoke to an abstraction from the world where the rest resided. Whether on the stage or in passing, it was plain to see why eyes tended to follow him like a procession. Utterly desirable yet decidedly unattainable.


A whisper past twenty-five and surpassing six feet, Luce wore his lean frame like a hand-tailored suit, comfortable, well fitted, and not a stitch out of place. Beneath a thick mop of cinder-black curls, which had never quite been tamed by hand or brush, was a set of fine features that had been etched with the sort of easy charm that guaranteed notice, and it was only by grace that he was mercifully unaware of what his presence commanded in others. He had a broad clear brow and strong jaw that offered a pleasing symmetry and a pleasant open expression with a wide, engaging grin that contradicted the serious turn his thick black brows suggested.


But it was in his eyes that the magic lay. They were a brilliant, burning blue, a glance of which was so piercing as to be endured for only a limited frequency should one have the fortune, or misfortune, to fall under his gaze. That was the reflection of his true gift. Lucien, the Light-Bringer. Lucien, the Lucifer.


“Paler than normal. A week’s growth of beard on your cheek and the puffiness under your eyes says to me that you have not been sleeping. And you have barely eaten a decent meal in three days. Need I say more?”


She released him, but the imprint of her fingers remained. “I’m beginning to think that I’ll need to tie you to that chair and force a meal down your throat. Oh, and, pet, cuss me one more time and I’ll swat you with that there spoon.”


“I didn’t say anything.”


“You were thinking it. Now, are you going to tell me what is troubling you? Or would you prefer I have a look about that pretty head of yours on my own? By your consent or not.”


“Am I not allowed a sleepless night?”


“Were you a man prone to them I’d not question it. But as I’ve never known you to suffer that ailment I have to wonder”—she turned to answer the whistling kettle—“what fancies keep you awake.”


“Dita, there’s nothing to—” He traced a circle on the ring-stained oak table.


“Tell me.”


With two little words she ended his protest. Luce sat back in his chair. He nibbled his lower lip until a paper-thin strip of skin tore free. After Aurelius, he did not wish to draw a scolding from Dita as well. A bittersweet sting touched his tongue and he quickly licked away the beading blood.


“Do you know that my quarters measure exactly ten feet by fourteen? Do you know how I learned that? By pacing it out every night since leaving port last. I do that until I am near asleep on my feet.” His voice dropped to a whisper. “If I work myself to exhaustion, I’ll fall into bed and that will be all until the next night when I do it again.”


“Should have come to me sooner, love. I could have fixed you a tonic that’d have you sleeping like the dead.”


“Even when it’s the dead keeping me awake?”


Dita gripped the edge of the sink, her back tensed. There was no need to turn, no need to meet him eye-to-eye. She had trod this fragile road many times, but it remained as slippery as fresh-fallen snow. “We’ve not even hit ground yet and that damned woman is already—”


She had not intended to be so sharp, but the subject always managed to bring out the worst in all of them, as damaged souls often do.


“I know what you think, love, what you believe, but—”


“I know what I did. Blood’s on my hands and no matter the years, it’s not going anywhere.”


“You didn’t do anything, Lucien.” She pried the lid of the tea tin open with the butt of the spoon and scooped two heaping tablespoons of loose leaves into the infuser. “How many times are we going to peel back the skin on this? What happened that night was an accident. You were only a boy.”


Luce looked up at her. It was only a glance, but the grief in his eyes crept into Dita’s chest and tugged hard; tugged until it felt like her heart would unravel. She watched this fragile man dissolve into a boy of ten years, haunted by a tragedy he had no hand in crafting and the cause of which she would never forgive Aurelius for.


She poured out a cup in front of him. The warm scent of bergamot lingered as the droplets slowed until the shimmering circles stilled in the cup.


“I saw her face, Dita. In the fire.”


“Darlin’, whatever it is you think you’re seeing or remembering is a trick of the mind. Aurelius and I have told you what happened that day. Have you spoken to him about any of this?”


“You know what it’s like trying to talk to him. He acts as if I should forget what happened.” He sat the cup back to the table and looked at her. She had a pleasing heart-shaped face with eyes the color of figs, but tonight both heart and eyes were drawn and tired. Tiny lines crept from the corners of her eyes to touch the dusting of gray at her temples.


“It’s this damned place.” She brushed the curls back from her brow. “A resurrection of grief everywhere you turn.”


“You read people, Dita. You see futures, but you also see pasts, and all those connections in between.” He hated doing this to her but he had to put this ghost to bed at least for a night. “I’ve never asked this of you before but please, would you do a reading of me?”


“No, love, I won’t. My going into your head and sifting up memories that are best left settled is not going to change anything for you.” She settled down into the chair opposite him. “Private thoughts and private pains are what I deal in. Telling lies to make someone happy while telling truths and making others sad. All this mourning and what does it get you?”


Reaching across the table, she wrapped her fingers around his wrist. Heat flowed under his skin but she held firm. “Oh, my love, you have been through the wars,” she said, her warm eyes looking into his. “Suffering wounds a lifetime will never heal.”


She squeezed his wrist once before releasing her grip. “It’s time to bury your dead, darlin’, and not look back. She can no more hurt you than those worryin’ shades ever could.”


“Luce! I saw the flares! Are we coming into port?”


The boy bounded into the galley and tumbled into the chair beside Luce, brushing his shoulder against him as he reached for a chocolate biscuit.


“Georgie, ask don’t take,” Dita scolded.


“Sorry, Mum,” he said, sinking back into his chair, stolen biscuit firmly in hand.


Georgie had come to the carnival one night near Warsaw. An unexpected acquisition hand-delivered to Aurelius by the boy’s grandmother. Born covered head-to-toe in fine, inch-long light-brown hair, what she had seen as an abomination, Aurelius had seen as potential, and gladly took the child; adding to his growing menagerie of performers that had come to include an aerialist of unparalleled skill, a juggler with the unique habit of vanishing before one’s eyes, conjoined child tumblers, an automaton, and a delicate dancer so small that on first glance she was often mistaken for a doll.


Ten years on and Georgie’s hair had grown to eight inches on his face and nearly three inches everywhere else. Only the soles of his feet and the palms of his hands remained bare.


“Of course we’re near port,” chirped a voice from the door. “Luce wouldn’t have sent a signal if we weren’t.”


As if summoned from a thought, Angelique sauntered toward the table. Her soft pink skirts rustled a bold inch above her ankles, showing off her dainty slippered feet. At eighteen, boldness was part and parcel of her personality. And her survival. At only thirty-four inches tall and less than two stone, The French Fairy, as she billed herself, made an immediate impression on everyone who met her as much from her dancing as from her appearance.


“Cuppa, dear?” Dita asked.


“Yes please,” she said. “Luce, if you would?”


She held her arms above her head, allowing Luce to wrap his hands around her waist. Gently he lifted and stood her on the table. Despite her diminutive stature, the tiny parts of her body flowed in perfectly formed harmony, every inch a woman in miniature. Exceedingly beautiful with delicate pixie features, she made the perfect poppet on- and offstage.


Dita placed a child’s tea set on the table. Angelique sat down cross-legged near Luce’s arm. “So what are we talking about?”


“Memories,” Dita said.


“Nothing,” Luce responded.


Angelique rolled her blue eyes from one to other and was about to question deeper when Georgie interjected.


“Will you do us a trick, Luce? Please?”


“I don’t know, Georgie. Have you been giving Dita any extra grief lately?”


“No… not too much,” the boy said.


“I wouldn’t say that.” Dita winked.


“Mum?” Georgie’s thick brow furrowed in fear of missing out on a treat.


“Hand me three cups, Dita. Please,” Luce said.


“As long as you’re careful with them,” she said, setting down three china cups on the table.


Luce flipped the cups and beneath one placed a chocolate biscuit. “Are you watching carefully, Georgie? Do you know under which cup the biscuit is?”


“I know.” Georgie nodded, pointing at the center cup.


“Are you sure about that?” Luce moved the cups quickly. His fingers were feather-light as he moved one cup around the other, back and forth in a figure eight. But Georgie kept his eyes on the center cup. Even Angelique, who had seen this trick at least two hundred times, couldn’t help but watch again as rapt as Georgie.


Luce stilled the cups. “Think you still know where the biscuit is?”


Georgie nodded. “Center cup. I never took my eyes off it.”


One by one, the cups were flipped upright. Georgie’s eyes widened in anticipation, but when the center cup was lifted, it revealed nothing. The biscuit was not beneath any of them.


“I… I never took my eyes off the cup,” Georgie said.


“Should have been watching your pockets instead,” Luce said. He reached over and plucked the biscuit from Georgie’s jacket. “You were so focused on the cup that you lost sight of what was happening around you. And that can be a dangerous thing. It’s important, Georgie. You have to stay aware using all of your senses, not just your eyes. They are the easiest to deceive.”


“Do it again,” Georgie asked. “I want another try.”


“Maybe tomorrow.” Luce patted the boy on the head. “We disembark in the morning so tonight we’ve packing to do.”


Luce stood up and walked toward the door.


“We’ve more to talk about, Lucien,” Dita called after him. “I know what scares you.”


“The shades? The shadows—” He paused.


She stood from the table and reached into the cupboard above the sink. “I’ve seen them too, pet.” She tossed him a bottle of Powers single malt. “Sweet dreams.”
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18 October 1887, Ports of London, Southwark


The color filling the sky over the wharves and warehouses offered no kindness to Southwark. The light breaching the grease-sodden air did little to soften the edges of the packets, the clippers, and the storm-worn coastal traders that moored snug in their berths.


Between the drifting islands of brown filth, the thick gray waters of the Thames were a rancid scar across the city’s breast.


Luce rubbed the whiskey-infused night from his eyes. He could barely hear his own breath over the pulse of the water purging from the sewer mouths into the river. Not that he was eager to take the air, as a constant vapor of sulfurous yellow blanketed the dock, adding to the already sickly glow of the lamps that bled from the windows of the buildings along the waterfront.


Despite the early hour, clerks were preparing for the day’s business.


From shop to ship to shop porters hustled, hauling buckets of herring, haddock, bloater, eel, and anything else the Irish Sea and Atlantic could offer.


On deck, footsteps sounded, followed by the slow rattle of the gangway lowering to the dock, scattering the children, some as young as six, who crawled amid the barges. The grand ship from last night kept them near, especially the promise of those copper-sheathed paddles.


Yet none of the young Larks dared draw close. Perhaps Tosher Jim’s warning had not lost its power in the daylight, though it was likely the well-dressed West Indian with the dusty hair standing sentinel on the dock that kept the birds at bay.


Mr. Pretorius had come to meet the ship. It was unknown as to whether that was his Christian or his surname, as he was only ever called Pretorius by the troupe and that was name enough. His face was a warmer, darker shade of the rosewood that graced the interior of the deckhouse, well worn but with young eyes, though winter had nearly taken full hold of the wires of his dark beard and his brow. He grinned up at the grand ship, Manannan, his child of iron wheels and gleaming copper. In one hand he held his hat, a shiny worn John Bull topper whose brim bore the scars of candle grease. With his free hand he drew his watch from the pocket of his second-best suit. The long silver chain glinted in the sparse morning light.


It struck a strange chord with Luce, seeing this old Hephaestus outdoors and in daylight. One stood a better chance of running into the queen herself rambling along the docks.


But that was how Pretorius preferred it. A creature of solitude, he happily whiled away his days and nights in the comfort of his workshop, where the sole sign of life was a cheerful whistle and a hammer strike as he tinkered at contrivances.


In the nascent days of the Carnivale, long before there was a ship, before there was even a theater, when the stage was nothing but an abandoned storefront, Pretorius served as Ashe’s architect. Given the freedom to construct what he wanted with no expense or extravagance too great, theirs was an ideal partnership—a meeting of minds, tastes, and imaginations that expanded far beyond the cheap confines of a Southwark stall to a world stage of their own. Because if Aurelius Ashe could envision it, Pretorius could build it.


Ashe is the blood of the Carnivale. Dita its heart. Pretorius is its bones and Lucien its spark. A refrain Luce had heard whispered of the troupe along the show circuit for years. Yet few knew how true those words were. Lose one part and the Carnivale would fall.


A brisk breeze kicked a chop on the river and Pretorius’s long coat billowed around him like a bell. These chops, both large and small, were part of the unforgiving nature of water, a not-so-friendly reminder of how capable it was of inflicting great harm on those who ventured across. The same could be said of city streets, especially those of Southwark.


Luce waved at him from atop a paddle box. Pretorius pocketed his watch and called to a group of men who lingered on the wharf. The men flexed their arms to drive out the cramps made worse by the cold, and prepared to earn their wages hauling props, parcels, and luggage from the ship.


“It’s always a bit sad making ground.”


“Yes, making ground is always sad.”


Luce looked down from his perch to the two heads peering over the ship’s starboard side. Danny and Davie O’Kearne.


The twins stood arm in arm, bound as much by the blood they shared as by the thick band of flesh that fixed them to each other’s sides. They shared a liver; that much Aurelius had discovered since they joined the troupe four years ago.


As they stood before him, it was hard to imagine them as they had been the night that Aurelius had rescued them from the ten-in-one show in Brighton, where Dita had first discovered them. A pair of scrawny birdlike babes, small for their age, with huge eyes and dirty feet. Connecting them was a scarred band of skin, and the story of each of those raised white scars roiled the fire in his veins.


An egregious woman by the name of Bridget O’Kearne, or “Auntie O’Kearne” as she was called by those unfortunates she displayed, had operated the ten-in-one. A purveyor of living oddities, the twins were her starring act, although act was a poor choice of word as they did little more than stand on a dais shirtless while the audience gaped. There was money in the strange and the stranger the better and that band of skin that stretched between the two promised almost three square meals and near to a month’s rent with every showing.


Each of us are born into our lot and each must make the best out of what we are given. The best any of us can do is to hope. The worst any of us can do is to give up. We can do no more. We can do no less.


Mothering words courtesy of Dita that became something of a Curiosities motto. And for young curiosities like Danny and Davie, understanding that there was solace to be found in the fact of their difference, of being unlike anyone else, made the days bearable.


Luce had never learned exactly how Aurelius procured the boys’ freedom, but that particular ten-in-one and “Auntie” O’Kearne had disappeared from the show circuit. There were rumors: O’Kearne had taken the twins and run out on the rent, leaving in her haste only a few meager belongings and two cups of tepid tea on the table, one full the other half drunk, as a reminder that anyone had been there at all. Another was that of a fire spurred by an overturned lamp as the burnt rug and sooted walls suggested and yet no bodies nor damage to the remaining rooms of the cramped dwelling. Nine families in a seven-room house and no one heard, saw, or smelled a thing. When her body turned up a week later in the Thames, bloated with burns on her hands and a stomach-churning terror in her near-lidless eyes, a search of the waters revealed nothing of the twins.


It was a relief when nearly a month later, the tow-haired pair showed up on the Carnivale’s stage, in the pink and brimming with joy. Aurelius never spoke of how the twins came to be in his care. Few dared to question, despite suspicions that he knew more about O’Kearne’s death than he would ever admit. Soon the instance was forgotten. But on the rare occasion when her name was mentioned within earshot, a glance nothing short of conspiratorial would pass between Aurelius and Dita, which never failed to bring a smile and a warm embrace to the twins now safe under her watch.


“Have you gotten your things together?”


Their towheads turned in unison. “We’re packed and ready,” Danny said.


“Ready and packed,” Davie echoed.


“Then hurry along and find Dita. See if she needs any help.”


He watched the two run off in a well-choreographed trot, nearly knocking into Pretorius as they bounded belowdeck.


“Careful, boys,” Pretorius called after them. He straightened his jacket, brushing the ever-present dust from his sleeve. “Lucien, is Aurelius in the deckhouse?”


“All morning.”


“Good.” He turned to the man who followed him. “Tell your men to bring the cart ’round and start unloading,” he directed. “Try to be finished by noon. And if you have any questions direct them either to Lucien”—he pointed—“or to Madame du Reve. You’ll find her belowdeck.”


Orders given, Pretorius quickly slipped into the deckhouse.


“Wonder what himself and Aurelius have up their sleeves now.”


Luce jumped down from the paddle box. “Wouldn’t know.”


Timothy Harlequin appeared from thin air not more than three feet from where Luce landed. Clad in shades of shadow, he stood stock-still, his tall, wiry frame as tense as a cat on the prowl. Only his quicksilver eyes darted left, then right before fixing on a distant point on the river’s bank. After a moment, he moved forward.


“Rumor has it the old man has a new prospect.”


“Listening at closed doors again?”


“Perish the thought,” Harlequin said. “Although if asked…” He tipped his dark gray-banded Wide Awake bowler back and ran a long-fingered hand through his dark-auburn hair. A persistent strand lingered on his high pale brow. The long, thicker strands fell over a curious pair of horned protuberances that curled back like a ram’s on either side of his head.


“Not necessary,” Luce said. “I’m sure we’ll know soon enough. Besides, there are more pressing matters to attend to. Like making sure everything and everyone arrives at the theater in one piece. Think you might be bored enough to help out with this today?”


“I’ll be doing my part, no need to worry. I was thinking, though, that after we get everything settled in that you might be up for a parlor jump or two tonight. Maybe a turn at a bit of ’smithing? What do you say?”


“I would say that you are mad for even suggesting it.”


“C’mon Luce, I need a bit of fun. A little Bacchanal”—with his slight brogue, this came out as bag o’nail—“wouldn’t hurt you any either. We can keep it small and easy. A quick run through Whitechapel or Spitalfields, like the old days. Stop by a couple of public houses, down some libations, and then bug hunt outside the boozers at closing when the drunks are reeling in the street. You amuse them and I’ll do the rest. It never hurts to keep a hand in.”


It was a dreadful habit of Harlequin’s, this need for petty crime to satiate his mood, but mischief was in his nature and when he desired pretty things, he would not be denied. Timothy Harlequin, a living testament to Aurelius Ashe’s desire for authenticity. To not only seek out a real Púca, a genuine shape-shifting trickster of Irish lore, but then have the audacity to set one loose on the stage: The potential menace to every unsuspecting city they would appear in was beyond the pale. But Aurelius often sought the things that others feared. And what real harm was there in picking pockets or the occasional house break if it dispelled the thought that the Carnivale would ever stoop to humbugs for cheap entertainment? Any devilment to keep Harlequin’s tedium away was a fair trade to maintain a reputation. As for the audience? They did not need to know the truth. They only had to believe.


“You’re not tempting me this time. We draw enough attention as it is. Last thing needed is you dipping into the pocket and purse of every geezer who passes by, especially as we have just docked. Think, for once; if things start going missing, expensive things, it won’t take much for the suspicious to start pointing convenient fingers in our direction. It will be Prague all over again.”


“Prague was a hundred years and a day ago.” Harlequin leaned against the wheelbox, an easy grin spreading across the generous Vandyke-framed mouth that made him look even more the rogue than he was. “Thieving may never be particularly respectable as occupations go, but there are times when it is essential. I’m surprised to see you of all people being struck down by a conscience at this late date. Bit like locking the barn once the horses are out.”


“Neither of us is a child anymore, Timothy. We have a good thing here running what we have. Aurelius—”


“—Never cared what we did after hours as long as it didn’t interfere with the show. And by the by, he is the biggest con out of all of us and you know it. Hell, you know how this show began. Or have you forgotten those early days?”


“No, but we don’t have to relive them either.”


“You being apprehensive about returning to Southwark doesn’t change the fact that the city runs through you. The good, the bad, and all in between. Like Aurelius said—”


“I thought that you weren’t listening at doors.”


“I confess. I’m not very truthful.” Harlequin grinned. “Do what you will, Luce, but you had best remember that once a thief, always a thief. There is no changing the past. No changing a single part.”


With a snap of his fingers, Harlequin was gone, dissolved as a whiff of smoke quick as he had come.


Luce stood alone on the deck. His empty stomach churned, but not from the hawkers’ shouts or the wafting heat of the open-air cooking assailing his senses.


The morning’s fog had thinned enough to lift what anonymity the dockyard still held. Soon the scrutiny would begin and the idea of being watched and gawked at grated. Once he and the others left the safety of the ship to make their way to The Athenaeum, the public’s eyes would be on them.


Mentally, Luce wound his way across Southwark. He knew the quickest route to the theater, but it went past the market stalls. Harlequin’s parting ‘once a thief’ raked his shoulders. He had preached to Georgie last night about awareness and environment and now the test was his.


The clattering and scrapes of shifting boxes echoed belowdeck. Luce saw Aurelius and Pretorius exit the deckhouse. The pair were down the gangway without so much as a backward glance before ducking into a waiting hansom.


“So it is down to me to see everyone safely there, is it?” he shouted after the cab.


Luce walked down the gangway to wait on the wharf for the haulers. But no sooner had his feet touched the dock than he noticed the boy. Most of the Larks were gone, but this one clung close, plucking whatever resolve he had to investigate the ship.


A gin-hollow sixteen if a day, the boy was little more than a flea-blown heap of rags. He had about him an expression that harbored sensitivity more than youthful daring. He did not have a shirt despite the cold. Only a thin frayed jacket and chilblains on his bare feet. His boots hung by their laces around his bony neck.


His trousers were rolled to his scabby knees and caked in mud that had congealed to an offensive stiff crust but it was still more cloth than Luce had seen on many on the river, reduced to pitiable sods who walked nearly naked to the thigh in search of their haul.


“How’d you get that?” Luce pointed to the dirty bandage binding the boy’s left foot.


“Nail.”


Luce nodded. He knew why the Larks worked barefoot. Lockjaw and infection be damned, it was better to find the nails and pieces of glass if they stuck into the feet than to miss one and starve. The potter’s fields were full of the trade’s collateral, and judging by the boy’s malnourished and stunted frame all bets were off as to whether he would pass five foot one before passing to the grave.


“What’s your name?”


“Michael.” The boy wobbled closer. “Michael Mayhew.”


Lame, possibly gangrenous. The reek of decay had sunk into his bones, flesh, and clothing. He would be lucky to live another month let alone see the New Year. “What of your parents?”


Michael shrugged.


Luce nodded. Stories such as these were all too well known. By choice or circumstance so many Larks on the river had long lost touch with their families, they had to band together ones they made among themselves. “Nobody looking for you then?”


“Not hard enough, if anyone is at all.”


“The river’s not been too good to you, has it?”


Michael did not quite know what to make of the man. He did not look like a demon or devil as Tosher Jim prophesied. He was just a man, a gentleman stranger taking rare notice of a Lark, with a half-kind word instead of a slap. The only certainty to be had was that he was talking to the man whom he saw on the ship’s bow the night before. The man who threw light into the sky.


“She’s not killed me yet,” he said bold as he could.


“No, you’ve still some life in you. For now.” Luce dug in his pocket and pulled out a pound coin. “That leg strong enough to haul equipment?”


“Yes, sir.”


“Then get yourself aboard and talk to that woman on deck. Tell her Lucien sent you and she will show you what to do. Do a good job, Michael Mayhew, do as you’re told and never question what you’re asked or what you see, and you might find yourself a permanent home.”


Luce tossed the coin to Michael, who grasped it tight in his stink-blackened hands as if it were a rope. The coin was warm against his skin.
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18 October 1887, Decimus House, Regent’s Park, London


Across the city nestled safely away from the wharves and the rough of Southwark, a woman of uncommon gentility spends her morning gazing out her bedroom window.


It was a singular glass, large and wide, that offered a glorious view of the grounds of Regent’s Park on clear days and the shadowed pitch and moonlight on even clearer nights. On this day, seated in the gray morning haze, it was difficult to see much of anything. Between the leaded, stained panes and the heavy fog, the grounds were little more than a smoky sheet.


On brighter days, the houses blessed with this view oversaw wonders of architectural design, where the elaborate Corinthian and Ionic met the simple street Doric. Regent’s Park was a green escape from the uncountable number of densely clustered alleys and courts that defined the labyrinthine slums within and around the cities of London, Westminster, and the wretched borough of Southwark as the hellscapes they were.


On the days when a London fog fell, not even Regent’s Park was spared. All the black soot and brown brick dust of the East End, the Dials, and Charing Cross rained down on the green grass and the white walls of Decimus House like an accusation against the woman within.


Charlotte Bainbridge turned away from the window back onto her room, which was of a pleasant sort, warm and cheery with a brightness that emanated as much from the tended hearth and smooth white bedclothes as from the temperament of the occupant herself.


It was much larger than her needs required, which made her feel undeserving of her situation. She had run far from the two rooms she had shared with her mother on the edge of Charing Cross, two rooms that could easily fit within this one, but in her heart this previous life followed like the filth in the fog.


The Roses had been more than gracious with their generosity, almost as a point of pride over a girl three days from the street at the time her path crossed theirs. And she was not ungrateful, but being a beneficiary of fortune did not diminish the feeling of being an imposter.


She sank down onto the bed. It was on days like this, shadowed and gray, that she missed her mother most. Even those two rooms, soot-stained as they were, held a warm spot in her. In sunshine it was easier to shelve Mary Bainbridge into the farthest recesses of her memory, locking away her soft face and small frame, locking away the needle that pumped like a piston in her hardened fingers as she stitched and sewed until the candles waned for a master Charlotte never knew.


On the gray days, though, especially ones that followed a bad night, she longed to see those red-rimmed eyes that peered over the stacks of linen and piecework and somehow managed to look on her with love.


Thirteen years and three days. Had so much time passed?


Charlotte ran her thumb across the thick strip of satin that bordered the coverlet. She closed her eyes and smelled again rag oil and coal.


‘Where is my mother?’


‘She has gone the way of Guy’s,’ the Widow Rausch, a spindled twig of a woman, had said the day she came in her mother’s place to collect her from the charity school. ‘Don’t be expectin’ her to be coming back out. My own William went the same way, as much from stubbornness as from the cough and ague, and he was a fourteen-stone man. I doubt a little thing like your mam will fare any better.’


There had been little reason to doubt the woman as she had already buried two husbands and three of her seven children.


‘Am I going to her?’


‘Did you not hear me, miss?’ Rausch’s eyes hardened. ‘She’s in a place you cannot go.’


It had taken two nights of tears to fully comprehend the possibility that she would never see her mother again. By the end of the third night the realization was set in stone.


‘It’s no matter of mine, miss, about what you’re to do, so you might best be savin’ those tears. You billet a night or two longer in the attic but I can’t be takin’ you in without some payment. Not when I’ve still four of my own to keep fed.’


The old woman’s eyes shone like twin spits. ‘You’re a strong girl, a clever one, and if Mary’s done right by you, she will have been trainin’ you up.’


Training up! Her mother had not trained her for anything. She could barely thread a needle and never on the first try. She did not have her mother’s quick, agile hands. Beyond the maths tables, reading, and writing of the charity school, the only other thing that her mother had taught her was to be kind and that kindness would be shown in return.


‘’Course the alternative for a pretty little girl like yourself, why I believe that you could very nearly name your price.’


From that night on, Charlotte dreamed in harlot’s colors with the feel of the Widow Rausch’s hard fingers sunk deep into her cheeks. Satin greens, blood reds, and crisp blues swirled through her mind, shivering on the corners in the Dials.








[image: image]











‘So this is our young Charlotte.’


The man who addressed her had appropriated the best chair in the front room of the Widow Rausch’s small parlor. He was distinguished looking to her ten-year-old eyes, although she could not pin an accurate age on him. He was thin as smoke with a sunken look on a face that once might have been thought handsome but had now firmly settled into something more reliable. He wore a finely tailored black suit that was neat and modest with only a hint of his journey borne in the dust on his polished leather shoes.


‘Come closer my dear,’ he beckoned, ‘no need to be shy.’


‘Charlotte, mind your manners and do as Mr. Rose has asked,’ the Widow Rausch had said.


A smile grew as Milbrough Rose studied her face and seemingly memorized her features.


‘I think that you will find her to be a good and obedient girl. She is quite charitable, clever for a whiffet of ten, and quick to understand her duties—’


‘You needn’t sell this girl’s merits to me, madame. I would not suppose her to be anything less than what she is. The Mary Bainbridge that I knew would not raise her child to be anything else.’


He had sat back in his chair without another word and resumed his tea with a focused enthusiasm that was matched only by the speed of which the Widow Rausch bundled Charlotte and her belongings into the large black carriage. In a kick of dust the only home she had ever known fell away; her life measured by the single carpetbag at her feet. Her whirlwind entrance to Decimus House had been calmed by a tall woman with a kind but dry face and two children to either side, a boy and a girl.


The circumstances by which she had joined the Rose household were not questioned, and any fears dissipated that first day when young Florence, only four years older than herself and the loveliest creature Charlotte had ever seen, had taken her hand and kissed her cheek with the promise of being the best of friends. On the breast of Florence’s dress was an embroidery of violets on a field of pale blue. The flowers were very fine and run through with threads of yellow and white, and the hand that made them was unmistakable.
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“Charlotte?”


Her back stiffened at the sound of his voice, and the daydream of her past dissolved into the recess of her mind. Odilon Rose, the master of Decimus House, son and heir of the Rose fortune and, more important, the Rose name, stood in the doorway.


“Odilon, you startled me. I thought that you would be at the bank at this hour.”


“Home for tea. Have you not been downstairs today? It is well past noon.”


“Is it? I… I must have lost track of the time.”


Odilon sauntered toward the bed. A lean man, not unlike his late father Milbrough, he had a far sturdier constitution but little of the kindness that the elder Rose had possessed around the eyes. He wore his dark hair slicked back and his beard neatly trimmed. He ran his hand along Charlotte’s cheek, his forefinger glancing the edge of her lip as he cupped her chin. A faint whiff of talc and citrus underlaid with musk emanated off his skin. She closed her eyes to his touch.


“If you are not well today, then it is best that you keep to your bed. I will have Mrs. Adelaide bring you your tea. You need your strength for what is to come.”


Charlotte looked up into his eyes. They were a deep indigo that had a way of looking past your skin to the bones beneath. His hand remained on her chin though it took every ounce of restraint not to pull away. “What is to come?”


“A cure.” Odilon leaned down and kissed her forehead. “I have plans to meet with a man very soon whom I believe can help you.”


“But the last round of doctors—”


“Failed us. Which is why I am consulting this specialist.” Odilon’s fingers slid to her throat, gently folding around the curve of her neck as his thumb remained pressed to the soft underside of her chin. “Now are you going to be a good girl for me and do as I say?”


‘Do what is expected of you without question. Stay diligent, Charlotte; observe obedience, offer and accept charity without shame or judgment, and you will always be secure. You will always be loved. That is all that we can ask for. That is what matters.’ Her mother’s words rang in her ears as the heel of his palm rested heavy on her clavicle. ‘That is all that matters.’


“Of course, Odilon. I can think of wanting nothing more.”


It was like the weight of a hundred years lifted when his hand relaxed and stepped away from her.


“Excellent.” He nodded, walking back toward the door. “I’ll stop in and see you before retiring tonight. Oh, and there is no need to lock your door. I have all the keys.”


Charlotte stared at the door as it closed behind him. She clutched the edge of the coverlet and could feel her fingernails pressing into her palms. “All that matters,” she whispered to herself.
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21 October 1887, Athenaeum Theater, Southwark


Two frenetic days of moving, unpacking, and staging all had been leading to this. A capacity crowd despite the exorbitant fee and lack of publicity, as Aurelius was not one for advertising. He preferred word of mouth. The ship alone was often enough to set tongues wagging. Plastering a city in playbills and broadsides was in his opinion the height of vulgarity. Leave that to the Barnums and the Silver Kings of the world.


The only allowance made was the placement of a single announcement in the Times.




Ashe & Pretorius proudly presents


The Carnivale of Curiosities


Two-Week Engagement


Athenaeum Theater, Southwark, London





The strategy always worked. The audience always found them. No matter how dirty or dangerous, the less fit the place for finer folk to venture, the more they came in droves.


Southwark was not an exception. It was itinerant and criminal and where the Newington Crossroads met, nestled amid a rabbit’s warren of aged buildings, the old panopticon stood.


An imposing four-story circular building, The Athenaeum was initially a debtors’ prison until the ’42 act of Parliament caused it to go the way of Marshalsea, falling into disuse and regret, until Aurelius clapped eyes on it and set Pretorius to renovate.


Luce watched from the wings as a gaggle of London’s finest preened and postured their way to their seats. Men trussed up in black tie like exquisitely dressed tailor’s dummies tended to ladies who whispered behind fans; pointing long gloved fingers at the near-bare stage and red silks strung high above.


Their curiosity was not unexpected. The Athenaeum was a novelty. For those newcomers who were expecting the proscenium stages and baroque elegance of the St. James or Covent Garden were soon surprised to find themselves being led not to tiered seating or private boxes but rather to banks of rich velvet seats ringing the stage’s perimeter like those of an arena. The stage itself was a miracle of imagination. Fashioned as a set of exaggerated clockworks that shifted and pivoted on hydraulic lifts, it was as much an actor as any of those who coursed her boards.


Affixed to the wrought pillars and scaffolding were incandescent mantles that Pretorius had improved upon to meet his standards, which better lit the theater in a soft greenish-gold glow that added to the otherworldliness of the space. The entire house came to resemble a gilded cage in which all the patrons were displayed as much to each other as to the players, who would soon take the stage.


Proximity was everything to Aurelius Ashe. To be close to the audience was a must.


And the audience was meant to see and to be seen.


“And they call us freaks.”


Columbine’s breath kissed his neck like a blade. She linked a strong thin arm through his, pressing her shoulder into him. Wired and wound as a spring in anticipation of tonight’s performance, she was full of an energy borne through and through and equal only to the elegance in which she carried herself. Her buttery blond hair hung in a single tight braid, pierced through with a series of silver and gold rings.


“There’s more spectacle going on out there now than what we’ll bring to the stage.”


No one spoke truer than Columbine when it came to spectacles. Since childhood, the stares and whispers had followed her like a rumor. Despite the gloves and the veil forced on her, or the rare times when her mother in desperation rubbed her skin over with soot mixed with a penny’s worth of india ink trying to make her as black as a Sudanese night, nothing took. The alabaster would bleed through like fear and make her once again a ghost. Among the West Indian and African families that populated Canning Town, where superstitions surrounding albinos thrived despite the time and distance from their ancestral homes, this absence of color had made Columbine and by association her family outcasts among the outcast.


“Paying us for the privilege of being seen?” Luce asked.


“Seen by the right people,” she added. A curl had loosened itself and dangled along her brow and for a moment she was the adult vision of Longfellow’s horrid little girl. “Speaking of, I see they have arrived.”


He followed her gaze to the boisterous party that were making their way to their seats. Every season that the Carnivale performed, a notable coterie of devoted followers came and would do so each night. In the seven years since the last of the London shows, the anticipation of the crowd had not wavered as the men and women expressed their admiration for their favorite performers by mirroring the colors of their costumes in their own clothing choices.


The most notorious was the woman dressed in shades of black and flame, the colors favored by Lucien. Florence Suskind stood as Diana sighting the field, assertive and assured in her stance as she rested her hand on the back of one of the seats. At this angle, the curves of her body were highlighted by the burners, gilding the lines from her graceful neck to her shoulders to the cinching of her waist. She showed a bold expanse of skin, unadorned by jewels and aristocratically pale, which made the color of her dress that much more jarring against her flesh. Of solid red silk and black striped satin, the skirt had three draperies of striped satin and gauze edged with fire-singed Mechlin lace. The bodice cut a V along her chest and the sleeves fell to her delicate white elbows. A black crepe rose was a cinder in her hennaed hair.


Luce was not surprised to see her. She had come to nearly every performance of the London run and then followed the Paris shows three years ago and each excursion called for more extravagance. Tonight was an overt contrivance. She would do anything to stand out. Anything to be seen by him. Anything to be remembered.


“My, my, my, but she has outdone herself tonight,” Columbine teased. “And yet she still can’t capture the eye of her chosen prey.”


“Who says that she hasn’t?” Luce shook away the tousling fingers from his hair as she kissed his cheek.


“If so, then you are the cruelest man in London.” She smiled. “You’d best get ready. We start soon.”


Columbine slipped away as quiet as she had come, leaving Luce to watch as the seats filled. He was about to follow when he noticed a far more familiar figure.


Pretorius, dressed in his best suit, walked alongside another man with whom he engaged in conversation. It struck Luce as odd, as Pretorius was never far from the riggings during a performance, least of all a first night. It was incongruous to see Aurelius’s tinker acting as cock of the walk but he played it well, far more at ease than the man whose company he kept.


The stranger’s bewilderment was as evident as the money invested in his fine suit. Luce thought he detected a hint of fear when the man scanned the theater as Pretorius gesticulated, pointing out the finer details of his restorations.


Perhaps an investor, or maybe the man brokering the new acquisition. There had not been any more talk of a new act since taking up residence two days ago.


The two men took their seats, near the front that had been especially reserved.


It was almost time.


Luce let the drape fall as he slipped off into the darkness of the wings.
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