





[image: Cover: The Second Death of Edie and Violet Bond by Amanda Glaze]










[image: ]











[image: ]


NEW YORK


UNION SQUARE & CO and the distinctive Union Square & Co. logo are registered trademarks of Sterling Publishing Co., Inc.


Union Square & Co., LLC, is a subsidiary of Sterling Publishing Co., Inc.


Text © 2022 Amanda Glaze


Cover illustration © 2022 Union Square & Co., LLC


All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form or by any means (including electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, or otherwise) without prior written permission from the publisher.


ISBN 978-1-4549-4680-9 (e-book)


Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data


Names: Glaze, Amanda, author.


Title: The second death of Edie and Violet Bond / Amanda Glaze.


Description: New York : Union Square & Co., [2022] | Audience: Ages 12–17. | Summary: Seventeen-year-old twins—and powerful mediums—Edie and Violet Bond are part of a Spiritualist show, a tight-knit group of young women who express unladylike talents and opinions under the guise of communing with spirits, but when the dark spirit responsible for their mother’s death crosses into the land of the living, the twins race against time to uncover a killer who will stop at nothing to cheat death.


Identifiers: LCCN 2022021355 (print) | LCCN 2022021356 (ebook) | ISBN 9781454946786 (hardcover) | ISBN 9781454946809 (e-book)


Subjects: CYAC: Spiritualism—Fiction. | Mediums—Fiction. | Twins—Fiction. | Sisters—Fiction. | Death—Fiction. | Spirits—Fiction. | Women’s rights—Fiction. | Sacramento (Calif.)—Fiction. | California—History—1850–1950—Fiction. | BISAC: YOUNG ADULT FICTION / Paranormal, Occult & Supernatural | YOUNG ADULT FICTION / Thrillers & Suspense / Supernatural LCGFT: Paranormal | fiction. | Historical fiction. | Novels.


Classification: LCC PZ7.1.G5882 Se 2022 (print) | LCC PZ7.1.G5882 (ebook) | DDC [Fic]—dc23


LC record available at https://lccn.loc.gov/2022021355


LC ebook record available at https://lccn.loc.gov/2022021356


For information about custom editions, special sales, and premium purchases, 
please contact specialsales@sterlingpublishing.com.


unionsquareandco.com


Cover illustration by Marcela Bolivar









For Blake











[image: ]


Violet was late.


Edie drew aside the thick velvet curtains of the smallest drawing room in the second-best hotel in Sacramento and peered out into the evening. The gas lamps had been lit over an hour ago, and, as far as she could tell, there was no sign of a fire or any other natural disaster brewing anywhere in the city that would prevent her sister from returning on time.


There was the last shopkeeper locking up his door for the night, donning his hat as he set out into the cool spring evening. A steady row of carriages trundled down K Street, windows open to reveal silk sleeves and feathered hats. Freshly brewed coffee from the night-lunch wagons perfumed the air, mixing with the ever-present odor of manure made even stronger thanks to the stable yards across the street.


Everyone and everything exactly where they should be. Except for her twin sister. Who was late.


Edie pulled the window shut and tugged the curtains into place with a little more force than necessary, groaning when the swish of the tasseled velvet stirred up a gust of air and blew out a candle on the table behind her. Those three paraffin candles were the only source of light in the little hotel drawing room. She’d had a devil of a time persuading the porter to extinguish the globe lights on the gaudy gas chandelier that hung from the ceiling (the second-best hotel in Sacramento had not yet been fitted for electric lighting).


But, miss. You won’t be able to see!


Well, yes. That was entirely the point. How was anyone expected to conduct a proper séance if the client could see everything?


But, of course, she hadn’t said that. Instead, she’d simpered and complained about a headache. When in doubt, always complain about a headache.


Now Edie pulled a box of matches from the silk pouch in her pocket. A rich aroma of dried herbs wafted out from the pouch, but she cinched the drawstring tight before the scent could pull up any memories. Then she relit the doused candle and returned the matchbox to its place.


The hotel porter would grow used to their methods soon enough. He’d have to, seeing as how this was only the first of many séances she and Violet would be conducting here while their Spiritualist tour was in town. Edie dropped to her knees and crouched under the round table, double-checking the thin piece of wire she’d looped around one of the chair legs. Next, she tested the unassuming piece of wood she’d wedged under the table, perfectly placed for a bit of levitation when the time was right.


Why anyone thought a spirit would make itself known by rattling the furniture was a mystery to her, but it’s what paying customers expected, so it’s what they did.


A familiar laugh trilled in the hall outside. It was followed by a male voice, pitched low. Edie stomped across the drawing room and swung open the door, her eyebrows raised.


“You’re late.”


A tumult of pink and black fabric soon resolved itself into two distinct figures. The first was a young man who looked to be about eighteen or nineteen, dressed in a well-tailored black suit. An unfortunate oiled handlebar mustache took up the majority of his face, making him look very much like a walrus.


Next to him was a seventeen-year-old girl wearing a pink silk dress trimmed with all the latest trifles. A monstrosity Edie still had trouble looking at without feeling a pain in her chest, since it had cost the twins the equivalent of an entire month of work. Her auburn hair was swept back into a chignon with a few fashionable curls framing her round, rosy face.


The walrus boy had the good grace to flush crimson at the sudden interruption. Edie’s twin sister Violet, however, flashed a big bright smile, as if nothing in the world could ever be amiss.


“Edie!” she cried out in that musical voice of hers. “I’m dying to introduce you. Mr. John Billingsly, may I present my twin sister? Miss Edith Bond.”


“Twins!” The walrus boy clapped his hands together in glee and then made a hasty bow. “By God, I thought I was seeing double. If it weren’t for the hair—he made a vague gesture toward his head—“well, I’d have thought I’d gone mad.”


Edie’s hand went automatically to her hair before she could stop herself. It was a self-conscious gesture. One she had tried—and failed—to curb.


Violet and Edie were identical in almost every way—from the outside, at least. As newborns, they’d both possessed the same upturned noses, bright green eyes, and tufts of auburn hair. Violet’s auburn had grown deeper and more complex with age, whereas Edie’s had gone the opposite direction, becoming paler with each passing year until it was almost white.


Edie fixed the walrus with her coldest stare. “Yes. How incredibly clever of you to figure it out.” He opened his mouth to respond, but Edie cut him off. “And while I’m sure it’s a pleasure to meet you, I’m afraid we must say good night. Violet is late for an engagement.”


“Edie!” Her sister slapped a hand to her chest with the same dramatic animation that had raised eyebrows at their town’s yearly Christmas tableaux when their Sunday school teacher made the mistake of casting her as Mary. “Mr. Billingsly, please ignore my sister. She can be exceedingly rude.” She directed the last word to her twin with a pointed look, but Edie ignored her.


“I may be rude, but you are late.”


Edie reached out, took her sister by the elbow, and pulled her inside the drawing room.


The walrus puffed up his chest, as if he meant to protest Edie’s handling of her own sister, but Violet only laughed and flashed him one of her show-stopping smiles. “Looks like the jig is up tonight. Come to the Metropolitan on Saturday, all right?”


Edie closed the door in the walrus’s face before he could respond.


Violet spun out of Edie’s grasp as soon as the door closed. “Honestly, Edie. Do you have to be so awful? John’s a theater manager, for pity’s sake. He thinks I have real talent.”


Edie couldn’t help it. She rolled her eyes.


“Oh, stuff it. He’s very well-connected in San Francisco, I’ll have you know. And in New York.”


Edie crossed her arms. “Oh he is, is he? A man of his age and wisdom—”


“Must you think the worst of everyone? It so happens theater is a family business and his father—”


“I don’t care if he claims to own all of Broadway, Vi! Miss Crocker will be here any minute—”


“And I am here,” said Violet, peeling off her gloves. “Ready to work.”


“Does that also mean you read the list I gave you?”


Violet removed her hat and hung it on a rack by the door.


“Vi. Did you read it? We have to be prepared—”


“Oh, for Pete’s sake, Edie. It’s a darned cat!”


Under normal circumstances, Edie might have laughed. As it was, she couldn’t help the hint of a smile tugging at her lips. It really was one of their more ridiculous appointments, and they’d had their fair share of odd requests since taking up the spirit-medium profession a year ago.


Miss Crocker was an old maid. A very rich old maid; and her cat, whom she’d inexplicably named Thomas, had been her only real companion. She’d been inconsolable since his death a month ago and wanted to contact him one last time.


“Well,” said Edie. “Yes, technically it’s the spirit of a cat. But he was really more like a relative—”


A giggle from Violet interrupted Edie. Followed by a hiccup. Violet’s eyes filled with tears as she tried to contain her laughter.


“Yes, I suppose it’s all rather funny, but—”


“Funny?” croaked Violet, whose shoulders were now shaking. She reached into the pocket of her dress and pulled out the list Edie had left on the night table of their hotel room that morning. For a percentage of their fee, Mr. Huddle, the man in charge of their traveling Spiritualist tour, assisted in collecting useful information on the deceased spirit a client wanted to contact. Normally this would be particulars on the hobbies, interests, and affectations of a dearly departed relative. But in this case . . .


“Outward appearance? Black tuxedo,” said Violet, reading off the list. “Favorite meal? Chicken liver, raw and chopped. And, last but not least, favorite pastimes: lying in the sun, clawing the sofa.”


Violet looked up from the list, tears of laughter streaming down her face. “Edie. Come on.”


The last bit of tension between them popped, and something loosened in Edie’s chest. And then she was laughing, too. Great big wheezes that sent her sister into further fits of giggles. They laughed like that for a solid minute, until Violet was forced to sit down, and Edie was bent double, gripping the back of a rosewood chair.


“Can you imagine a worse fate?” asked Violet, her breathing slowly falling back under control. “For the great love of your life to be nothing more than a dirty little cat?”


Violet shook her head in horror; but for her part Edie merely shrugged and pulled out a handkerchief to wipe her eyes. She had no wish to quarrel with her twin over the nature of love, but privately she disagreed. Their mother had loved their father once; and if that’s how love with a person turned out, Edie would take the cat.


There was a knock on the drawing room door, and all thoughts of mothers and fathers and love flew from Edie’s mind. She straightened up and shoved the chair back into place.


“Just a moment,” she called out. Then, in a low whisper to Violet, she said, “I know you think this is ridiculous, but you will do your best, won’t you? Miss Crocker is likely to speak to Mary Sutton, and a good word would—”


“Yes, yes. Little fish, big fish. I quite understand, Edie. I’ll behave, I promise.”


As if to show she meant business, Violet settled herself into a chair and placed both hands palm-down on the table. Then, in her best, most spiritual voice, she called out, “You may enter.”


The wiry old porter opened the door to admit a stout woman in a swath of black crepe. Her widow’s veil fell several feet down her back. Behind her, Edie distinctly heard Violet stifle a laugh.


It was rather a lot, to don full mourning for the loss of a cat.


The porter gave Edie a suspicious once-over, clearly still put off about the chandelier incident, before primly closing the door.


“Miss Crocker.” Edie bobbed her head and took care to keep her voice low and solemn. “I am deeply sorry for your loss. Please, take a seat. My sister Violet and I will do what we can to bring you some measure of peace.”


Edie offered her arm. Miss Crocker took it and squeezed her hand eagerly. “Thank you, my dear. I know it’s not common, but I do miss him dearly.”


A wave of sympathy rose up in Edie, and for the length of a second she almost wished they could summon the poor woman’s cat.


Edie settled Miss Crocker at Violet’s right hand and took her place on her sister’s left. “Now, before we begin,” said Edie, her tone delicate, “there is the matter of—”


“Oh yes, of course.” Miss Crocker’s hand dove into her silk drawstring reticule and re-emerged with a bank note. Edie palmed the note quickly and slipped it into her pocket. Then she glanced over at Violet, who gave her a subtle nod of her head. They were ready to begin.


“Now,” said Edie. “If we could all hold hands.”


The three women interlaced their hands.


“Shall we begin with a hymn?”


Edie hated this part of the charade. But the sisters had found that beginning with a hymn tended to settle the old biddies who had any lingering doubts about the properness of summoning spirits.


Jesus Christ himself, Edie had often said to a wavering customer, returned as a spirit with his resurrection. So surely our work here cannot go against God.


They began with the first verse of “In the Sweet Bye and Bye.”


There’s a land that is fairer than day,


And by faith we can see it afar.


Violet’s voice was sweet and pure, Edie’s characteristically flat. But it was Miss Crocker who was the star of the trio. The old lady held nothing back. Her off-key mezzo-soprano thundered in the little drawing room.


For the Father waits over the way


To prepare us a dwelling place there.


In the sweet bye and bye.


Sometimes, when the religious mumbo-jumbo really got on her nerves, Edie would content herself with imagining their father’s reaction if he found out this was how his daughters were making use of their religious education.


Not that she had any intention of his finding out.


They finished the hymn, and silence descended. After a few calculated breaths, Violet lit the dish of dried lavender at the center of the table—the smoke from the herb was a signature part of their act—and then her soft, dreamlike voice filled the room. “I feel the presence of a spirit among us.”


Edie’s foot found the wooden board she’d wedged underneath the table. Carefully, slowly, she put pressure on the board until the table beneath them appeared to rise off the ground.


“The spirits are here!” cried Miss Crocker.


“Hush!” admonished Edie. “My sister has fallen into a trance.”


And indeed, Violet’s head was thrown back and her eyes were closed. Edie pressed down with her foot on the board again, this time shaking the table until one of the candles in the center sputtered out.


“The candle has gone out,” whispered Edie, awe in her voice.


Miss Crocker gasped but dared not speak again.


Edie had doctored the candle, of course, trimming the wick short and digging out the wax so that, as the table shook, the molten wax put out the flame.


Violet’s head jerked up and her spine snapped straight. With her body at attention and her eyes closed, she looked not unlike a puppet being controlled with a string. Edie had no desire to encourage Violet’s impractical love for the stage, but the truth was, her sister was quite the talented actress.


“Margie?” Violet’s voice croaked. Edie had been wondering what kind of voice she’d choose for the cat and was amused to see that Violet had gone for the tenor of an old man. It made sense. The cat had been ancient when he finally died.


“Thomas? Is that you?”


One look at the eager shine in Miss Crocker’s eyes, at the nodding and bobbing of her head, and Edie knew she needn’t have bothered with the theatrics after all. This woman had arrived, as so many did, ready to believe whatever they told her.


“Dear Margie,” croaked Violet. “I miss you so.”


Tears flowed freely down Miss Crocker’s face as she leaned across the table, and a series of questions were asked and answered.


Was he happy in the afterlife?


Yes, quite pleased. There was lots of fish.


Did he miss her at all?


He missed her terribly. But couldn’t she feel that he watched over her? That he was with her always, only on a different plane?


Miss Crocker admitted that yes, she had thought she’d felt his presence, only she hadn’t been sure.


“Are you really always with me, Thomas? No matter where I go?”


“Always,” intoned Violet. Only Edie could detect the twinkle of laughter under her words. “Wherever there is a patch of sun, know I am there.”


Miss Crocker sighed, and a blissful smile took over her face.


“Only I must go now, my dear,” said Violet. “Know I love you always and I—”


A cough cut Violet’s final goodbye short. She cleared her throat and opened her mouth to speak again, but another cough overtook her.


This was not part of the act.


Miss Crocker turned to Edie; her eyebrows raised. “Is she quite all right?”


“Yes.” Her voice was calm, but her eyes were searching Violet. “I’m sure it’s just the . . . um, the tickle of the spirit. They can be quite . . . wriggly.”


Violet coughed again. A deep, guttural sound.


And that’s when Edie felt it. A cool breeze on the back of her neck.


On her left, Miss Crocker turned toward the window, no doubt assuming the breeze had come from a gust of night air. Edie took advantage of the woman’s momentary lapse in attention to close her own eyes and reach out to feel for the Veil between life and death.


Except it wasn’t there. Or, rather, it was there, but it was thinner than it ought to be. Gossamer instead of the normal thick bolt of silk.


The Veil thinned whenever a death occurred, but this was more than a single death would usually warrant. Had Violet done it on purpose? She’d lit the lavender, but the plan had never been to call a spirit through, seeing as how the spirit in question was a cat.


Edie opened her eyes and squeezed Violet’s hand. Silently asking the question. Is this you?


Violet kept her eyes closed but answered with a small shake of her head. She hadn’t done this.


A strangled sort of giggle erupted from the back of Miss Crocker’s throat. She’d turned back from the window—no doubt discovering it was shut—and was now looking back and forth between the sisters with wide eyes, her lips parted in the beginning stages of shock.


Violet squeezed Edie’s hand. One quick burst. I’ve got this.


A signal that Violet would discreetly handle whatever was happening with the Veil, which meant it was Edie’s job to keep Miss Crocker calm.


It was for this exact reason that the twins faked most of their séances. Because while it was one thing to play at receiving messages from loved ones beyond the grave—or loved cats, in this case—it was quite another to truly feel the reality of death. That cold tingling at the back of your mind. The shivers up and down your spine. It was, frankly, upsetting to most people. People who thought of contacting spirits as nothing more than a parlor game to pass the time.


Edie cleared her throat, preparing to divert the old lady’s attention. But then, just before she spoke, her stomach lurched and her head swam.


Something had moved in death.


But it wasn’t the light touch of a curious spirit drawn to the lavender smoke. No. There was a heaviness to the movement that set her teeth on edge.


Unbidden, a memory surged into her mind. Another spirit that hadn’t felt right, and a sudden, unexplainable thinning of the Veil.


Edie’s heart thudded against her chest. Before she was aware of what she was doing, she lurched forward, grabbed an empty teacup saucer from the table, and slammed it down hard on top of the dish of lavender, cutting off the steady spiral of smoke.


Miss Crocker jumped, letting out a little squeal at the crash of dish on dish.


Violet’s eyes flew open a second later. Wide and confused. She pinned Edie with a questioning stare. What was that?


But Edie only shook her head. Her heart was still pounding, her breathing shallow and tight. She closed her eyes briefly, feeling again for the Veil. It was still thin. But whatever presence she’d felt in death was gone.


Violet narrowed her eyes at Edie. Edie responded by tilting her head toward the old lady. Violet huffed but then dropped back into character. She threw her head back, sucked in a great gasp of air, and cried, “I feel him depart! The spirit has left this plane!”


Miss Crocker shook her head. “Thomas, wait! Come back!”


“He has gone!” chimed in Edie.


Across the table, Violet raised her eyebrows again in question, but Edie ignored her, rising instead to help Miss Crocker out of her seat. “Come, ma’am, you’ve had quite an ordeal. We’ll have someone fetch you tea.”


“I do think,” said the old woman, allowing herself to be led, “that I might take something a mite stronger. To calm my nerves, you know.”


“Of course,” murmured Edie. The queasiness in her stomach was gone, but her head was still dizzy. It took an effort to keep her face neutral and serene. “I’m sure that can be arranged.”


Edie opened the door for her, but, before going through, the old woman paused and turned to look at her with an eager, hopeful face. “He seemed . . . happy. Didn’t he, dear?”


Edie met the older woman’s eyes, her heart softening at the need she saw in them. “Yes, ma’am. I think Thomas has found a great deal of peace in the afterlife.”


Miss Crocker continued staring at Edie for a long, drawn-out moment. Then she gave her a watery smile and nodded her head. “Yes, my dear. I do believe you’re right.” She sighed and patted Edie’s arm. “Well, lead the way. I’m quite shaky, and a tipple of brandy is what my old bones need.”


Edie nodded back at the lady. She could feel her sister’s eyes boring into the back of her head, but she didn’t turn around. Violet would want to know why she’d ended the séance so abruptly, and Edie needed time to formulate an answer that would satisfy her twin. So she kept her eyes fixed on Miss Crocker, leading her through the door and into the room beyond.
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The tall, wide-mouthed bottles filling the shelves of the Capital Pharmacy: Druggist and Apothecary winked at Edie as they caught the light of the late afternoon sun. The balding druggist behind the counter, however, offered her nothing but a deep, disapproving frown.


“But, miss,” said the druggist, puffing up his chest to such a degree Edie genuinely feared for the middle button of his vest, “if you’d only tell me your ailment, I can recommend a mixture—”


“I don’t need a mixture,” said Edie. Patiently. For the third time. “The individual herbs themselves will be fine.”


The druggist’s frown deepened. Apparently, Edie was vexing to old men who couldn’t understand that she knew her own mind. “What you don’t seem to understand,” he continued, condescension dripping from his voice, “is I am more equipped to fashion a pill or draught—”


“Oh, hang your pills,” said Violet, walking up to stand beside Edie. Evidently, she’d exhausted her interest in the toiletry trifles displayed up front and had decided to join the fray. “Could you please, for pity’s sake, give my sister whatever little herbs she asked for so we can be on our way? We’ve already lost enough of our day as it is.”


Edie sighed, but she couldn’t exactly fault the efficacy of Violet’s methods. All it took was a three-second glare from her sister to send the pompous little druggist flying to the shelves to fill Edie’s order.


It was the first time they were stocking up on herbs from a pharmacy. They’d managed to get by so far in their séances using nothing more than lavender. It was odd, seeing the druggist measure out a packet of mugwort from one of the many well-labeled tin containers sitting on a neatly organized shelf. Her mother’s herbs had always been hanging out in the open, affixed to any available surface with bits of string or cast-off ribbons. No tiny precise handwriting distinguishing this herb from that. You had to know each one by sight and smell and touch alone.


Edie stepped away from the gleaming marble counter and turned to Violet. “Thank you.”


“I still think this is a complete overreaction.”


“Vi—”


“The money we’re spending here would be much better put toward re-trimming my hat. Look at this feather!” Violet tilted her head so Edie could see the pure white ostrich feather that was indeed bent out of shape.


“If we get Mary Sutton’s reward money,” said Edie quietly so the druggist wouldn’t hear, “we’ll buy you a whole new hat.”


“For nine hundred dollars, I’ll expect more than one new hat.”


Edie smiled. “Five new hats.”


“Ten!” countered Violet so loudly her voice boomed off the walls of the shop, prompting the frowning druggist to pause in the middle of wrapping up several long sticks of rosemary with brown paper and string. But when he settled an annoyed look at Violet, she responded by simply sticking her tongue out at him.


“Vi!” whispered Edie, torn between laughter and annoyance. “Stop it!”


Violet withdrew her tongue and flashed the druggist one of her dazzling smiles. The little man harrumphed and went back to work.


Edie hooked her arm through Violet’s and dragged her away from the counter. She stopped in front of an arrangement of postcards and picked one up at random to cover their retreat. She didn’t want the druggist perking up his ears to try to overhear what she had to say next.


“I know you think I’m being overly cautious,” said Edie, her voice low. “But we can’t afford for anything to go wrong tomorrow night. Not with Mary Sutton in the audience.”


Violet rolled her eyes but said nothing. Likely because she knew—as Edie did—that private séances with Mary Sutton were by invitation only. Which meant they needed to impress her on stage tomorrow night in order to secure one.


Huffing through her nose, Violet picked up a postcard of her own, but instead of looking at the idyllic landscape depicted on its front, she glared at Edie. “Nothing went wrong last night. I had everything under control until you went to pieces and scared that little old lady half to death.”


Edie dropped her eyes and stared at the postcard in her hand. It was a color lithograph of a California orange grove, the sun drawn clear and bright. The sort often mailed to snowed-in East Coast relatives; received, no doubt, with the appropriate degree of envy.


Her sister was right, of course. She’d overreacted by cutting off the smoke so suddenly last night. They hadn’t been in danger. The Veil may have thinned. Edie may have felt a movement in death. But unless she or Violet had actually opened the Veil, no spirit could have forced its way into life.


The honest truth was, Edie still didn’t understand why she’d reacted like that. It had been on instinct. An unconscious response to the memory that had suddenly reared its head. A memory she normally kept buried under lock and key. One she’d never shared with her twin.


She blinked down at the postcard in her hand, surprised to find it crumpled. A crease now ran down the middle of the orange trees, marring the perfect scene. Straightening the creases as best she could, Edie tucked the card back into the rack. Then she forced her face into a neutral expression and met her sister’s eyes.


“The last thing we need is a restless spirit interrupting you while Mary Sutton is in the audience tomorrow night.” Edie shrugged, trying for nonchalance. “I simply want to be prepared in case I need to cross.”


Violet shot her a curious, searching look. Each sister had inherited half of their mother’s abilities: Violet able to channel spirits, and Edie able to cross between life and death. But unlike Violet, Edie hadn’t made use of her ability in almost a year. Not since the day their mother died.


Violet tilted her head, studying her, and Edie knew—as she often did—what her sister was going to say before she said it.


It wasn’t your fault.


But she didn’t want to hear those words spoken aloud. Not because she thought her twin insincere. She knew Violet believed it. But that was only because she didn’t know the truth.


There was a dainty cough from the counter behind them, and they both whirled around to find the puffed-up druggist regarding them coolly. He held up half a dozen paper packets full of herbs. “That will be two dollars even, miss.”


Violet groaned loudly. And inwardly, Edie was forced to agree. It was a pretty penny and would set them back significantly. She had a suspicion the little man had inflated the price, perhaps angry that Edie had rejected his fancy draughts. But she didn’t want to give Violet the satisfaction of admitting that she might have gone overboard with her order. So, instead, she dug into her purse and paid the man, though it hurt her teeth to do it.


Edie tucked the herbs into her cloth bag, and then she and Violet stepped out into the bustling main street of downtown Sacramento, a steady traffic of carts, carriages, and horse-drawn omnibuses rattling past.


A chill that had nothing to do with the mild spring weather shot down Edie’s back as she and Violet made their way across the city’s wooden sidewalks, which—thanks to the frequent flooding of the Sacramento River—had been raised several feet above the ground.


She didn’t like these sidewalks. Didn’t like feeling as if she and Violet were on display as they promenaded down Third Street for everyone to see. Although she supposed it wasn’t really fair to blame the sidewalks themselves. Not when she’d been feeling this same unease ever since arriving at the Sacramento train station two days ago.


Two days down. Only five more to go.


When Mr. Huddle had first announced new tour dates in Sacramento, Edie had very seriously debated skipping them, even though she knew it would jeopardize their spots in the show. After six months on tour in the East and Midwest, she’d gotten used to a certain feeling of safety. Going back to California—to a city less than a day’s coach ride away from the town where the twins had grown up—felt too much like tempting fate.


But then Mr. Huddle had told her about Mary Sutton. A rich Sacramento lady offering an obscene amount of reward money to any medium capable of contacting an unnamed spirit. Reward money that not even the most prominent mediums in the West had been able to obtain. Money that—assuming the spirit this woman sought was lingering anywhere near her in the Veil—would be child’s play for Edie and Violet to secure.


Seven months ago, when the last of their money had run out and the sisters were barely surviving on one meager meal a day, Edie had sworn to herself that she’d find a way to rebuild the life she’d cost them. Getting on Mr. Huddle’s tour had been a start, but a lump sum like what Mary Sutton was offering could make her and Violet truly independent for the first time in their lives.


It was simply too good an opportunity to pass up. And besides, Edie had told herself at the time, it had been almost a year since they’d run away. Surely, going back for a single week would be safe enough.


And so far—except for the strange moment with Miss Crocker last night—things had indeed been going rather well. The tour’s opening show the night before last at the Metropolitan Theater had been very well received. The twins already had several private séances lined up for the remainder of the week, and Mary Sutton herself was confirmed to attend their second show at the Metropolitan tomorrow.


Edie gave herself a little shake and mentally told her too-quickly-beating heart to slow down. There was no reason to worry. Everything was going to be fine.


She and Violet rounded the corner onto K Street and made their way toward the Union Hotel, their home for the rest of the week. Like most of the buildings downtown, it bore a faded, old-timey look. It may be 1885 in the rest of the United States; but in many parts of Sacramento, remnants of the gold-mining days that had attracted prospectors here thirty-odd years ago could still be felt. And the Union Hotel was no exception. What must have once been a shiny white facade had yellowed with age, and the wide verandas along the second floor harkened back to an architectural style popular when this land had been a part of Mexico.


But despite the obvious marks of age, the Union Hotel was an esteemed establishment—known for hosting state senators when they were in town for the legislative session—and so it was deemed acceptable by Mr. Huddle, who knew whatever money he spent on securing fashionable accommodations for his mediums would pay double when it came to attracting wealthy clientele to the séance table.


A horse-drawn omnibus rattled past them, the bright blue bus jostling along the pre-laid tracks in the center of the street, sending up a plume of dust. When it cleared, Edie spotted something in front of their hotel, mixed in amongst the line of waiting carriages and hansom cabs, that made her eyes widen in surprise.


“Is that—”


“Ruby?” cried Violet. “What on earth is she wearing?”


Ruby Miller, a young woman with bright blonde hair, turned at the sound of her name. Her sparkling blue eyes squinted together as she searched the crowded sidewalk, ignoring the open-mouthed stares many of the fashionable men and women streaming in and out of the hotel lobby were throwing her way. Not that Ruby wasn’t used to being stared at. With her round, rosy face and petite, curvy figure, she was often remarked on as the most beautiful of the mediums on their tour. But it wasn’t her beauty attracting attention today, it was her odd manner of dress.


Unlike Edie and Violet, who were both wearing long skirts and blouses buttoned up to their necks, Ruby was wearing what appeared to be a pair of bright-blue trousers that ballooned out underneath a brown plaid cutaway jacket with puffed sleeves.


Ruby spotted them in the crowd, smiled in recognition, and enthusiastically waved them over. Violet muttered something under her breath about crimes against fashion, but Edie ignored her. Her attention was focused instead on the magnificent nickel bicycle their friend was currently clutching by the handlebars. Bicycles were all the rage now; but as the sisters had spent half of the last year traveling from one city to the next, Edie’d never had a chance to try one out.


“Can you believe it?” called Ruby as the twins approached, twisting the handlebars so the metal spokes of its tires glinted in the bright afternoon sun. “I’ve got it for two whole days!”


Edie ran her eyes up and down the bicycle, taking in the triangular leather seat, the low sweeping center bar, and the wicker basket strapped between the handlebars. “Oh, Ruby, it’s incredible.”


Ruby smiled. “You’re telling me! When the fella I read for this morning found out I’d never ridden a bicycle before, he lent me his sister’s. She’s out of town—”


“Forget about the bicycle,” interrupted Violet. “Ruby, you look like you ran away from the circus! What are those hideous . . . things?”


Edie elbowed Violet’s side, but Ruby only laughed. “They’re called bloomers.” She demonstrated by raising her right leg and pointing at the hem, which cinched at her ankle. “Aren’t they marvelous? My client said I might as well wear the whole costume if I’m going to learn how to ride.”


Ruby, whose pale skin did little to hide her blushes, went slightly pink at this last pronouncement. Edie tilted her head and studied her. “This fella,” said Edie slowly, “seems to be awfully . . . accommodating.”


Ruby shrugged, but her skin went a deeper shade of pink. “I suppose that might be because I promised to let him take me on a picnic tomorrow before our show. He has his own bicycle, you see, and he said we could ride out to—”


“Oh, Ruby,” Edie groaned. “Not again.”


At the exact same moment, Violet said, “Oh, Ruby, is he handsome?”


Ruby’s face was a deep crimson now. She was only a year older than the twins and thus far too young (in Edie’s opinion, anyway), to fall in and out of love as often as she did. Especially since her love affairs never ended well.


Just last month, while the tour was in Rochester, she’d missed an entire weekend of shows because some worthless Lothario had winked at her and convinced her they should run off and elope at Niagara Falls. Fortunately, Ruby had come to her senses before the deed was done, but Mr. Huddle had been inches away from kicking her off the tour. The only reason he hadn’t was probably due to the fact that Ruby, like Violet, was a hit on stage. She didn’t have any real ability with the Veil—at least, Edie was almost positive she didn’t: it wasn’t something mediums generally discussed out loud—but like Violet, she was a terrific and intuitive actress.


“Well,” said Edie, her voice resigned. “Just don’t run off with this one, all right?”


“Oh, don’t listen to her,” said Violet to Ruby. “I still think the whole thing was terribly romantic.”


“It was terribly something, all right,” muttered Edie under her breath.


Violet whipped her head toward her. “What was that?”


“Oh, nothing. I was just wondering what part of a man five years Ruby’s senior trying to seduce her into a lifetime of bondage is romantic, but maybe I’m—”


“A lifetime of bondage? Honestly, Edie. Not every marriage is—”


“Don’t start with the not every—”


“Who wants to ride the bike?”


They both swiveled around to look at Ruby, who had blurted out her question loud enough to catch the attention of several passersby. Ruby wiggled the bicycle’s handlebars again, making the rubber tires dance. “Come on,” she coaxed. “My client told me about a path we can ride down by the river. I need someone there to patch me up when I fall flat on my face.”


“I’ll take a turn,” said Edie. “Vi?”


“I’ll watch,” she said with a shrug. “But I don’t care what either of you say. There’s no way I’m putting on a pair of trousers and getting on that thing myself.”
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“Oh god, oh god, oh god!”


“You’ve got it, Vi. Just make sure you—”


“Don’t let go, Edie! If you let go, I swear to—”


“I won’t let go, Vi. I promise. Now just pedal a little faster.”


“I can’t! I’ll fall!”


“You won’t fall. I’ve got you. I promise.”


The blue-green water of the Sacramento River flowed lazily by as Edie and Violet wobbled down the dirt path. Violet was perched on the bicycle’s leather seat, her long skirts tied up in a thoroughly unfashionable and entirely scandalous ankle-showing knot, while Edie jogged alongside her, holding on to the back of the bicycle to keep her sister steady.


It was a technique she and Ruby had perfected half an hour ago when they’d helped each other learn to ride. But it wasn’t until after both Edie and Ruby had successfully pedaled up and down the dirt path on their own that Violet had announced—to absolutely no one’s surprise—that she’d changed her mind and wanted a try.


Ruby yelled out her encouragement from where she was sprawled at the start of the path, but Violet only shook her head.


“I can’t,” she squealed again, but low enough so only Edie could hear. “The second you let go, I’m going to fall on my face and then I’ll be hideous, and I’ll never become an actress and—”


Edie, winded from all this trotting, snorted through her nose.


“I’m not joking! I’ll fall! I’ll crash! And I know you think it’s silly—”


“Vi.”


“But the stage is my dream, and Mother wanted us to—”


“Vi, I’m not holding the bike.”


Violet, who’d been riding on her own for the last thirty seconds, looked down at her feet and screamed. “I’m doing it! Edie, I’m riding by myself!”


Unfortunately, the shock of that realization was too much for her still-precarious balance, and she immediately toppled over.


Edie rushed forward. “Are you all—”


Her words were cut off by the thump of Violet’s arms around her neck. Her sister had sprung up from the ground like a particularly spry rabbit and was now hugging her, her left cheek pressed against Edie’s.


“That. Was. Wonderful.”


Edie’s face relaxed into a smile, and she pressed her cheek more firmly against her twin’s. They used to do this all the time as children: embrace cheek to cheek when they wanted to comfort each other or share some powerful emotion they couldn’t name. And she could certainly feel Violet’s exhilaration now.


How long had it been since they’d done this?


Violet pulled out of the hug. “I want to go again. Right now.”


Edie laughed. “I need to rest first. I’m too winded to run alongside—”


“Should have thought of that before tricking me, shouldn’t you? You did promise not to let go.”
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An hour later, the three young women walked back toward the hotel to prepare for their evening séance appointments, Ruby’s borrowed bike, which Violet had refused to relinquish, rolling along beside them. They were only a block away from the hotel when Edie caught sight of a well-turned-out middle-aged woman standing on the corner of Front Street with a stack of what appeared to be flyers in her hands. She was wearing a yellow silk sash with the words Votes for Women stitched boldly across the front.


Without meaning to, Edie slowed her steps. The woman on the corner noticed. Her eyes swept over Edie, moved on to Ruby—lingering for a moment on her bloomers—and then slid over to the bicycle in Violet’s hands. She gave them a brisk nod, extracted one of the flyers from her stack, and strode over to them, meeting them in the middle of the sidewalk.


“You three look like sensible young women.” She held out the flyer to Edie. “I think you’d like what Miss de Force has to say.”


When Edie didn’t make a move to take the flyer, Ruby sighed loudly and took it herself, murmuring her thanks. The woman gave all three girls another long, assessing look, then nodded and returned to her corner, eyes back to scanning passersby.


Ruby looked down at the flyer as the three of them continued down the sidewalk. She let out a low whistle and then handed the page to Edie.
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Edie had barely finished reading the text before Violet snatched the flyer out of her hand and began to read it out loud. When she got to the name Dorothy Dryer, she paused and looked at Edie.


“Is this the woman who—”


“Who was committed to an asylum for taking medicine to prevent a pregnancy,” interjected Ruby. “Yes, that’s her.”


Edie and Violet locked eyes, and something unspoken passed between them.


“I read all about it in the Daily Union,” continued Ruby, shaking her head. “That good-for-nothing husband of hers just chucked her in that asylum. Never mind that the doctor told her another baby would kill her. Or that locking her up means there’s no one to care for the two children she’s already got.”


The twins both nodded in agreement, well aware of the system that allowed male guardians—be they husbands, fathers, or brothers—to lock up women in asylums for almost no reason at all.


Ruby nodded toward the flyer. “You should go tomorrow, Edie. We have the day off until the show. And this seems like the kind of thing the spirits would take an interest in, don’t you think?”


Ruby arched a single eyebrow, and the corners of Edie’s lips twitched in response.


Unlike Violet, whose ability to channel spirits lent itself well to what the public had come to expect of a spirit medium, Edie’s ability was decidedly less . . . theatrical. When her spirit crossed out of life and into the Veil of death, she left her body behind. And she was quite sure that even if their industrious tour manager Mr. Huddle knew of her ability, even he couldn’t find a way to charge admission for the honor of watching Edie’s skin grow cold and pale while she appeared to take a nap.


And so, Edie had found another way to earn her spot on the tour. Something that dovetailed nicely with her very unladylike interest in political affairs: trance lectures.


They were quite simple, really. Edie would walk on stage and announce to the audience that she would be channeling one of the world’s great thinkers. One of the world’s great dead thinkers, that is. Esteemed figures like Aristotle, George Washington, or Descartes. Or revered political minds like Benjamin Franklin or John Locke. One time, she’d given a particularly stirring lecture using the voice of a wise old sailor named Jed, who had a few things to get off his chest.


The truth was that it didn’t matter who Edie channeled. As long as they were dead—and preferably male—Edie could give a lecture on almost any topic she desired, and the audience would eat it up. She liked to think the crowd was stimulated by her verbal acumen—skills she’d developed, ironically enough, from the lively theological debates she’d once engaged in with her father. It was more likely, of course, that the crowd simply enjoyed the novelty of watching a young, uneducated teenage girl use big words she shouldn’t know.


Violet handed the flyer back to Edie, and she ran her eyes over the text again.


Edie had read all about Laura de Force in The Pioneer before her father found out about the political subscription and canceled it. Like Edie, Laura had started out as a spirit medium touring the country giving trance lectures, her thoughts and ideas attributed to the spirits she channeled. But then she’d done the unthinkable and sued Hastings College of Law in San Francisco when they refused her and another woman admittance. Sued them, and won. Now Laura de Force was a celebrated defense lawyer, and when she spoke in front of a crowd, everyone knew the words were her own.


Biting her lip, Edie folded the flyer and slipped it into her pocket. “I don’t think I can go,” she said. “If Mr. Huddle found out—”


“Oh, nonsense,” interrupted Violet. “How will he know?”


Edie shook her head. “It’s not worth the risk, Vi.”


“Hang the risk! Besides, that man doesn’t mind when you preach equality on the stage. So what if you’re seen going to a speech about it?”


“He doesn’t mind when Benjamin Franklin’s spirit preaches equality from the stage,” Edie corrected. “You know he’s only being practical. No one would buy tickets if they thought we were the ones with the ideas.”


Violet pursed her lips but didn’t argue. This was the catch with trance lectures. Yes, they gave Edie a freedom on stage that few women enjoyed, but as soon as anyone suspected that the thoughts and opinions came from her own head, the jig would be up.


“If Mother were here,” began Violet, “she’d want you to—”


“Well, she’s not.” Catching Violet’s eye, Edie raised her eyebrows and cast a quick but meaningful look at Ruby, who was watching them both intently.


Violet pursed her lips into a tight line, turned away from Edie, and stared determinedly ahead, making it abundantly clear that while she’d received Edie’s message to drop the subject, she wasn’t happy about it.


Pasting a smile on her face, Edie turned to Ruby and swiftly changed the topic of conversation. A minute later, she was laughing as Ruby told them about a client who’d been so determined to catch her in an act of fraud that they’d hired a photographer to jump out from behind a silk screen in the middle of the séance, only to succeed in scaring one of the other guests so thoroughly that they’d jumped up from the table and smashed a priceless set of china.


But even as she was dutifully grinning at Ruby’s story, she couldn’t help but feel a plunging sense of loss as she snuck a glance at her twin. Violet’s face was tight and closed off, the exact opposite of the wide, brimming smile that had transformed her face less than an hour ago. Laughing with the wind in her hair. Begging Edie to never let her go.
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Edie slept in late the next morning, and by the time she woke up, Violet was gone. A note on the table between their beds read:


[image: ]


Things had been tense between the twins last night during their séances in the drawing room downstairs. Not that their clients noticed. By now, she and Violet had become quite adept at presenting a united front even when at odds. But if Violet had taken to sneaking off in the morning before Edie was even awake . . . her sister must be more upset than she’d realized.


She shouldn’t have snapped at her in front of Ruby yesterday.


Edie sank back into her pillows. The only good thing about last night was that nothing strange had happened with the Veil. There’d been no need to open it during their séances, of course. Both clients had been thoroughly researched by Mr. Huddle, the spirits they’d wanted to contact easy to discover and playact. But Edie had been on edge all the same.


She pushed the covers off and got out of bed. As she contemplated whether or not she should go downstairs for breakfast in the hotel’s dining room, she realized Violet had probably breakfasted there already with John-the-walrus-Billingsly while Edie was still asleep. No doubt he’d spent the time building castles in the air while they both enjoyed their coddled eggs: castles that would crumble as soon as reality set in.


More than anything, Edie wanted to warn her sister off the walrus. The problem was, Violet had been dreaming of a life on the stage ever since, at the age of eleven, the sisters had seen a broadsheet advertising a traveling production of Much Ado About Nothing starring the Broadway actress Maude Adams. It didn’t matter that they hadn’t actually been allowed to see the production. Violet had proof that such a life was possible, and she’d started memorizing Shakespearean soliloquies the very next day.


Even after their father had forbidden Violet from thinking, let alone speaking, about the sinful life of an actress, their mother—quite used to disobeying her husband—had quietly encouraged it.


Edie hadn’t seen the harm at the time. But now a handsome young man had arrived to take full advantage of her sister’s naive hope. His real intentions were as plain as day to Edie, but pointing them out to Violet would only push her further away. All she could do was wait for it all to fall apart and hope she’d be able to pick up the pieces when it did.


That thought drained whatever small appetite she had, quickly deciding her on the question of breakfast: she would eat later, after the herbs for tonight were prepared.


Not bothering to get dressed, she shrugged on a seen-better-days dressing gown, picked up the paper-wrapped bundles of herbs she’d overpaid for yesterday, and settled herself at the rosewood writing desk by the hotel room’s solitary window. If she squinted very hard, she could just see a corner of the blue-green Sacramento River sparkling beyond the railroad tracks.


From the bundles, she extracted a dozen stems of dried wormwood and lined them up along the desk. Opening a drawer in the writing desk, Edie took out the well-worn leather sheaf she’d placed there when the twins had unpacked. She unhooked the guard and pulled out a small sharp knife with a distinct bone-white handle.


Always keep it sharp, darling.


Her mother’s words on her fourteenth birthday. They’d been in the herb garden when she’d given Edie the knife that had once belonged to a grandmother she’d never known. A grandmother who’d been a celebrated midwife when she’d been alive. A midwife who—to the right clientele—could also help with less earthly concerns. Edie’s mother had been meant to follow in her footsteps until she fell in love with a minister’s son and married him three months later.


Edie blinked away the memory and focused on pressing the sharp blade against the olive-green wormwood stems so she could snap off the uneven edges. But then she saw how hard the knife was shaking in her hand, and she put it back down on the desk.


You can do this.


Again, she picked up the knife. Again, her hand shook.


Edie stared at the dried wormwood lying there on the dainty rosewood desk. So harmless. So benign. Bits and pieces of yellow disc-like flowers crumbling off the stem, their pungent sage-like scent filling the small hotel room even without the aid of flames.
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