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For Audrey, who taught me about the passage of time, and for Hillary, who persists.





Fate leads the willing; the unwilling it drags.

—Lucius Annaeus Seneca
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Late February 1893

She had him. She was sure of it. Amelia studied the young man from beneath her eyelashes. He perched on the edge of his seat, hunched forward and eyeing the deck of cards as though it were a coiled serpent. She let the weight of the moment hang for another breath, then slid the stack across the table with an abrupt little movement. He flinched. The corner of her mouth twitched, but she smothered the smile before it could emerge.

“We might try again,” Amelia said, her tone warm and encouraging. “Perhaps the second card will reveal what the first could not.”

He swallowed hard and reached to cut the deck with a hand that did not quite tremble.

Amelia gave the cards a final shuffle. Their worn edges, full of tiny nicks and creases, were as readable as labels. With the barest glance, she chose the card she wanted. A practiced flick of her fingers floated it to the top.

She drew and turned: the Chariot, reversed. She sighed, a hint of regret in the sound.

His head jerked up. “What do you see?”

“I’m sorry.” Her face was grave. “The answer is much the same. This is a card of uncertainty. Risk. It implies a journey.” She hesitated. “It’s also a water card, although—”

He leapt to his feet, knocking his chair to the floor. With a wild look around the room, he rushed for the door.

“Fate has a plan for us all,” she called after him, half-standing. “All we can do is meet it with fortitude.”

A muffled curse and a slammed door were the only response.

Amelia lifted her chin and allowed herself a satisfied grin. Served him right.

The sound of his exit had barely faded before the door began to open again. Amelia hurriedly resettled herself on the upholstered chair, spreading the skirt of her gown so the green silk puddled around her, shimmering in the gaslight.

She looked up, her face and posture inviting.

“What on earth did you do to that one?” Jonas said as he appeared in the doorway. “He lit out of here like the hounds were after him.”

Amelia dropped her languid pose and straightened with a look of frank welcome. “I told him I saw him at sea during a storm.”

“Was it real?”

“The sea voyage is real enough. I saw the top of a Cunard ticket sticking out of his waistcoat pocket when he sat down. As for the rest…” She shrugged. “Storms are common on the crossing. And he’s nervous enough that if there’s so much as a cloud in the sky he’ll see Christ and his angels coming. He’ll think I told him true either way.”

“So nothing tonight.”

“No, but the take has been good anyway.”

“It’s been a while since you had a real one.”

“Not so long. There was the woman a few weeks ago,” she reminded him, standing. “I told her that her husband was on his way home and she’d best move her new friend out of her bedroom. That one was real.”

“I’d forgotten about her. It was a footman, wasn’t it?”

“Yes.” Amelia crossed to the window and pulled aside the heavy drapery. Her skirt rustled as she leaned forward to peer down at the street. The electric streetlights the city had begun installing were still confined to the main thoroughfares, leaving side streets like theirs bathed in the soft glow of gaslight, which danced over a row of hansom cabs in front of the building, horses dozing with their heads down, drivers clustered by the doorway.

“I’ve been busy so far tonight. How has it been on the floor?” She let the curtain fall and turned to Jonas. He stood before the mirror, brushing invisible flecks off the nap of his jacket.

“Busy there as well,” he replied, without turning from his reflection. “I’ve been run half off my feet already. And Niehaus is here again. He’s been pestering me all night—at my elbow every time I turn around.”

“He’s the one doing the statue of Moses?”

He nodded.

She snorted. “That’s positively indecent—you as the model for anything biblical.”

“I know. Isn’t it delicious?” He looked at Amelia and grinned. “He’s raised his sitting fee. I said I’d consider it.”

Amelia knew she was pretty, if unremarkably so. Jonas, though. He had already been sculpted twice and painted more times than she could count. Tonight’s midnight blue coat matched his eyes and emphasized the breadth of his shoulders. Coal-black hair curled over his collar. An adolescent break had left him with a slight crook to his nose. It made him snore terribly but saved his face from dull perfection.

He looked her over. “I was right about that color. It suits you. You should wear it more often. I came up to see if you want to watch Lina’s last show. She’s on in a few minutes, and you don’t have anyone else waiting.”

She stretched. “All right. I could use a break.”

They crossed to the doorway and started down the corridor. The private gaming rooms were full, if the haze of cigar smoke and the waiters gliding in and out delivering drinks and small plates of delicacies were any indication. A lucrative night all around.

“Why didn’t you tell that fellow he’d reach port safely?” Jonas asked. “Why did you let him leave so upset?”

Amelia grinned. “I heard him talking in the hallway before he came in. He made a rude joke about Tommy,” she said, referring to the club’s Black doorman. “I decided he deserved to sweat a little.”

Jonas glanced down at her and grinned back, his left cheek dimpling.

They reached the balcony overlooking the main floor, and Amelia peered over the rail at the noisy throng. “Sabine’s in her parlor?”

“Yes, and my sympathies to anyone who has to ask her for anything tonight,” he answered. At her raised eyebrow, Jonas explained. “She tried one last time to convince Lina not to leave. It didn’t go well.”

It wouldn’t have. The pretty young woman had announced she was leaving for San Francisco with one of her regulars, an older man who swore he would marry her—though Amelia had her doubts about that. Annoyed at the prospect of losing one of her most popular girls, and perhaps even genuinely concerned for Lina’s welfare, Sabine had not taken the news well. The resulting shouting match had fairly scorched the walls, and Lina had required soothing to convince her to stay for a series of farewell engagements.

Now the girl received a raucous welcome as she took the stage for the last time, wearing a feathered satin dress that revealed a scandalous length of perfect leg. As Lina began a teasing dance to the accompaniment of the piano, Amelia surveyed the scene below and marveled—not for the first time—at how fortunate she and Jonas had been to find a place here.

Two years earlier, they’d been standing on a street corner, Amelia telling fortunes while Jonas watched over her and entertained passersby with quips and sleight of hand. Sabine had waited for a lull in business and approached Amelia with an offer.

“I own a club off Washington Square. You two should think about coming to work for me. I’m always looking for pretty girls. And pretty boys.” She cast an appraising look at Jonas. “You could—”

“I’m not a whore,” Amelia interrupted, accustomed to fending off such proposals. “I don’t—”

“That’s fine,” Sabine said. “I have plenty of others who do. You put on a good show. If I get you cleaned up and properly dressed, you could do well.” She nodded at Jonas, who, as usual, stood far enough back not to loom, but close enough to intervene if needed. “Your man there…”

“My brother,” Amelia told her, more or less truthfully.

Sabine ran a skeptical eye over the large, black-haired man before turning back to Amelia’s own petite blond form. “Well, whatever he is, he has a way about him. I can always use that. At any rate”—she raised her voice to address the pair of them—“I’m willing to try you out for a few months; then we’ll see where we are.”

Amelia and Jonas exchanged a look. They hadn’t survived by ignoring good chances. And they had plenty of experience getting out of bad situations.

Sabine was as good as her word. After those first few months, they’d moved into a set of small rooms in the old carriage house behind the club. Jonas worked the floor, appearing whenever he was needed to charm new guests or eject those who became unruly. Amelia held séances and told fortunes. And if her unreliable gift rarely showed itself, she’d long ago learned to compensate.

She had her seer’s crystal, useless lump of rock though it was. And she had the cards, with their intricate swirls of color and stylized pictures. They were ink on paper and nothing more, but they were pretty. The clients liked them. And when the clients were happy, the coins flowed like water.

The club was a world unto itself, where the strict social hierarchy that ruled outside the doors was temporarily suspended. No few of Mr. McAllister’s Four Hundred were frequent guests of Sabine’s. They mingled with artists and drank with actors and conducted liaisons that would have gotten them struck from invitation lists throughout the city were they to become publicly known. To that end, various city officials received envelopes fat with cash each month. In return, they happily turned a blind eye to the misdemeanors taking place beneath Sabine’s roof.

The moral crusaders were another matter. Tommy managed them. He stood guard at the front door each night, as immovable as St. Peter. He turned away temperance advocates, anti-vice crusaders, and other assorted Comstockian zealots, as well as the rowdier university students and anyone else who looked likely to make too much trouble—although Sabine believed a little trouble kept the place lively.

Onstage, Lina finished her performance with a final flourish and blew a kiss to the cheering audience. The girl leaned down to accept an enormous bouquet of roses from a woman with a mannish haircut and a severely tailored suit. She whispered something in Lina’s ear, and the girl laughed and shook her head.

Although the men and women who worked for Sabine weren’t technically whores, nearly all of them were willing to entertain offers. Lina, it appeared, had just declined a final overture from a former client.

“Sabine’s right. She’s making a mistake,” Amelia said, as Lina’s would-be suitor turned away with an air of resignation.

Jonas was scanning the crowd with an avidity Amelia recognized from recent experience. Looking for Sidney. Amelia suppressed a sigh. Jonas was selective, but he often took advantage of the offers that came his way. He’d left a trail of broken hearts and lightened wallets in his wake. He’d always been diligent about preventing attachments from forming—on his side, at least. But this most recent entanglement left Amelia on edge. She’d seen the young man once or twice from across the room and hadn’t been impressed. But Jonas seemed to like him. They’d even met away from the club, although Jonas still thought she didn’t know about that.

“Maybe,” he said finally.

“Maybe?” Amelia turned toward him. “Lina’s giving up her freedom, her ability to make her own money. And for what?”

“Maybe she loves him.”

Amelia snorted. “More fool her, then.” She pushed away from the railing. “Come on. We have to get back to work.”



Hours later, after a particularly lengthy reading, Amelia stood with a groan as Jonas entered the room. She cast a baleful look at the sparkling chunk of quartz on the table. “Enough. I can’t look at another card or stare at that blasted thing any longer.”

He crossed the room and began to massage her temples as she leaned against his chest. Eventually she sighed and pulled away.

“Let’s see if there’s anything left in the kitchen and call it a night,” Amelia said. “I want something for this headache, and I want my bed.”

They made their way down the staircase and through the front room. The crowd had dwindled, although a few people still sat finishing their drinks and pulling out wallets and purses to pay what were certain to be, in some cases, truly enormous tabs. Tommy stood by the front door, ready to help inebriated guests into waiting cabs.

They passed the shining oak bar at the back of the room and nodded to one of the bartenders as he wiped glassware and whistled to himself.

“We had a good night,” Amelia said. When Jonas didn’t respond, she turned and found him scanning the thinning crowd once more. He stiffened when he saw her watching.

She couldn’t stop herself. “Sidney wasn’t here tonight?”

“No.”

She couldn’t think what to say, so settled for: “Are you sure it’s—” in as neutral a tone as she could manage. It was not neutral enough.

“Don’t. You’ve been clear about what you think. I don’t need to hear it again.”

Stung, Amelia let it drop as they entered the kitchen. The staff were cleaning with the manic energy of people who’d already worked all night and knew they needed one final push before they could leave. Jonas wove around busboys carrying dirty linens and stacks of clean plates, Amelia in his wake.

“Lina was here earlier,” Jonas said, reaching a side table where a paper sack sat beside a roll of fabric. “She was giving away most of her things. Said she’s getting a whole new wardrobe when they get to California. I snagged this for you.” He shook out the cloth bundle to reveal a heavy velvet cloak. “It’ll be long on you, and it’s got her name stitched inside, but you can pick that out,” he said. “It’s quite a bit nicer than yours.”

Amelia reached for it. “Thank you. Is there supper?”

He held up the sack.

They walked out the back door, crossed the courtyard, and climbed the stairs to their apartment in silence, the air between them still thick. Amelia hung her new cloak on the hook beside the door and smoothed the heavy fabric with the back of her hand. The paper sack held a pair of cold meat pies, the flaky crust only slightly toughened after sitting for several hours. After they ate, they took turns using the tiny washroom. Jonas disappeared into his room without saying good night.

Amelia undressed in her narrow room, pulling off her gown and sighing with relief as she released the hooks on her corset. She tossed both garments onto the spindly wooden chair in the corner, then reconsidered with another sigh and hung up the gown properly. She brushed her hair out of its chignon and wound the honey-colored strands into a loose braid. She climbed into bed in her shift, still troubled. She didn’t like being crosswise with Jonas. They rarely apologized to each other, generally tending to let their disagreements slough away unremarked upon. As she considered getting up to make an exception, Jonas knocked on her door and stuck his head into the room, already in his nightshirt.

“Would you like to listen to me read for a while?” he asked, his tone casual.

A truce, then. Something in her chest relaxed. “What is it?” she asked warily. “One of your science magazines?”

“No, but I can get one of those, if you’d prefer. This,” he replied with a grin, holding up a slim volume with a flourish, “is trash. A novel of mystery, seduction, and ruin. Orphans and waifs and men with bad intentions. Probably someone will die of a broken heart before it’s over, and the wicked will get their comeuppance.”

“No,” she said through a huff of laughter. “I’ve had more than enough of those. This one is all yours. You can read me the next one.”

“All right.” He pulled the door closed as he left.

Smiling, Amelia doused the lamp beside her bed and put her head on her pillow. She was asleep in seconds.



She woke before noon to a gray, lowered sky and a nagging unease in her belly. The apartment was quiet, the only sounds a pair of muffled voices from the yard.

Amelia rose and dressed in a plain gray muslin day dress, one designed to be worn with a comfortably loose corset. Jonas was already up and gone, judging from the disorder in the front room. The previous night’s novel sat on the table, the cover speckled with crumbs. He’d probably finished it during breakfast and taken another with him when he left. Or maybe one of his indecipherable journals. Some of the club’s regulars saved their periodicals for him, and he devoured them all—everything from old issues of Penman’s Gazette to the Journal of Metallurgy. He’d been the only street tough she’d ever known who picked pockets looking for a library card.

Amelia brushed the crumbs off the cover of the book and picked it up. A piece of paper slipped out and fluttered to the floor. She retrieved it, intending to tuck it back into the book, then hesitated. She could not quite stop herself from looking at it.

The paper was of fine quality. The hand was unfamiliar and distinctly masculine.


I thought of you when I read this last night. I know you said you needed time, and I want you to take as long as you need to decide, but please do think about it. I’d love to show you Paris.

—Sidney



There was a scrap of poetry beneath the signature.

Alarm bloomed in her chest. This was more serious than she’d realized. It was baffling; Jonas was usually so practical in his affairs. Other lovers had made him promises, sent him gifts. He always showed them to her. They’d laughed together at the idea that anyone could be taken in so easily. But now this rich, idle charmer was offering to take Jonas to Europe. And he hadn’t even told her.

Amelia shoved the paper back into the book, wishing she’d never seen it.

Was he really considering— No. Jonas would never be so foolish. But why hadn’t he told her? She thrust away the worry aside as she tossed the book back onto the table. He knew better. Nothing would come of it.

But the hollow feeling in her stomach lingered.



The club was packed again that night. Amelia took a break at midnight and was about to go to the kitchen for something to eat when Jonas walked in. “I’m starving, have you—” He got no further.

“Jonas!” There came a frantic shout from the hall, and a busboy appeared in the doorway, his skinny chest heaving.

“What is it?”

“Some a’ them Eastmans has caught a couple fellas in the alley. They’re near ’bout beatin’ ’em to death. There ain’t nobody out there,” he said, panting. “You gotta come quick.”

“Sporting with the fairies” was a popular entertainment for some of the lower-tier members of the local gangs. It rarely escalated beyond taunts and shoves; Sabine’s security knew their business. But there was always a risk. Tonight’s ruffians could have come looking for a fight, or they could have stumbled across this one on their way somewhere else. It didn’t matter; once a fight like this started, it usually ended with bodies on the ground.

“Bastards,” Jonas seethed. He lunged for the stairs. “Stay here!” he ordered Amelia over his shoulder.

As he dashed out of the room, the dull foreboding Amelia had felt all day flared to life. Her breath caught in her throat. She darted after him.

“Go find help!” she ordered the busboy, not staying to see if he obeyed.

Jonas took the stairs at a run and vaulted over the railing near the bottom. His hurtling bulk cleared a path through the throng, but it closed in again behind him. Amelia shoved her way through the crowd, all pretense of elegance forgotten. Panic drove her, as the certainty that something terrible was about to happen rang in her head like a gong.

She dashed out the front of the club and around the corner, taking in the scene in an instant.

A silver-haired man in evening wear lay curled on the ground, bloody and still, being kicked with obvious relish by a dirty-looking fellow in a stained shirt. Two men were holding his younger companion, twisting his arms behind his back while a third slapped and taunted him. The younger man’s face was desperate as he struggled.

Four on two, she thought with disgust. Cowards.

Jonas seized the kicking man by the arm and spun him around, planting his fist in the assailant’s gut. The man folded in half with a grunt. Jonas dropped him and turned on the others.

The one who’d been doing the taunting grinned, revealing a mouthful of unfortunate teeth.

“What’s this? Another fairy wants to join the party?” he asked with a faux lisp.

With an inarticulate sound of rage, Jonas surged toward him.

The young man being held took advantage of the distraction, yanking free of his tormentors and seizing one of them around the waist, dragging him to the ground to grapple on the cobblestones. The other assailant hesitated, as if unsure which of his companions to help.

Jonas settled the matter by tackling the lisper and driving him backward into his friend. They both crashed against the wall of the alley and fought to remain upright, stumbling over each other and the pair of men struggling on the ground.

The man Jonas had punched had recovered enough to reach into his boot. As he straightened, Amelia caught the glint of metal in his hand.

“Jonas!” she shouted. “Knife!”

Jonas ducked at her warning. The knife sank in near the top of his shoulder and came out red. The man went in for another stab. Jonas grabbed his wrist, twisting his arm behind him and forcing the blade away.

Shouts and the sounds of running feet echoed across the mouth of the alley; help was coming. The two attackers still on their feet must have heard the reinforcements approaching and decided they’d had enough. They turned and sprinted for the street, Amelia in their path. The larger of the two flung her aside with a meaty arm. She flew backward into the alley wall. Her head hit the bricks with a crack. Pain exploded in her skull, and the world went black.
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There is nothing more I can do. She will either wake, or she will not.”

Jonas scowled at the doctor and considered punching him. The impulse must have shown on his face, because the man eyed him warily and moved away from Amelia’s bedside.

In the front room of their apartment, the doctor continued. “Injuries of this kind are unpredictable. There is a great deal medical science still does not understand about the brain. The skull might have had a minor fracture, but if it did, it is healing. Her eyes react normally to the light, which indicates that her brain is intact. I don’t know why she does not wake. All you can do is keep her comfortable and wait.”

Jonas only half listened, having heard some version of the refrain near daily for the past three weeks. It had not grown more hopeful, or for that matter helpful, since the first time.

The doctor gestured to a chair. “Sit. I want to have a look at your shoulder.”

Jonas scowled again but removed his shirt and did as he was instructed. The doctor lifted the bandage covering his half-healed wound and sniffed.

“There’s no sign of infection. It’s healing well, although you’re fortunate not to have torn it open again, using it as you have.” He glanced back toward the room where Amelia lay.

Jonas ignored the rebuke. He had been forced to accept the help of a nurse in the days immediately after their injuries, when his arm had been immobile and he’d needed laudanum to quell the pain, but he didn’t like having a stranger around and sent her away as soon as he was able. He’d nursed Amelia by himself after that.

Well, almost by himself. Tommy’s mother kept him fed, and she had insisted on coming over several times to sit with Amelia. Mrs. Franklin was a powerful force for such a frail old woman. She’d ordered him out of the apartment when she arrived, and he’d been intimidated into obeying. He returned to find the place scrubbed and shining and Amelia lying on clean sheets. She’d been far more help than the doctor, with his lectures on the mysteries of the human brain.

“Keep the wound clean, and it should heal without loss of function.” The doctor reached for his hat. “You were lucky. Any lower and it would have hit something vital.”

Jonas showed the man out with as much politeness as he could muster—it wasn’t much, he knew—and returned to Amelia’s bedside. Lucky. He didn’t feel lucky.

Seeing her fall had been the worst moment of his life. Terror had swamped the pain in his shoulder. He’d wrenched the arm of the man he held until it popped and shoved him away, only dimly aware of the man’s howls and Tommy’s arrival. The man and his companions, who hadn’t gotten far, had received a thorough lesson in the folly of attacking Sabine’s guests. Jonas would have enjoyed helping impart that lesson, but he’d missed the rest of the action. With blood streaming from his shoulder, he had managed only to stagger over to where Amelia lay and reassure himself that she was breathing before he collapsed beside her.

He would be fine. But Amelia might not. Jonas looked at her in the weak afternoon light. She had grown alarmingly gaunt in the weeks since her injury. She swallowed when he trickled water into her mouth but had taken no other nourishment. Her cheekbones threw deep hollows in her face, and her breathing remained so shallow that more than once he’d held his hand beneath her nose to reassure himself that she still lived. If she didn’t wake up… Or, he shuddered, if she did but wasn’t there anymore.

They’d known a boy back at the Foundling, when they were children, who had fallen from a tree and dented his skull. He lived, but it was a shadow-life. Jonas knew Amelia would prefer a pillow pressed to her face to living like that.

But what if she stayed as she was now? How long could she live like this? How long could he afford to care for her? He wasn’t working, and Sabine had already brought in another fortune-teller to use Amelia’s room.

“I can’t have it standing empty,” she’d said when he complained.

He and Amelia had savings enough to keep paying their rent for a while longer, but the money would run out eventually. His jaw clenched. She had to wake. She had to recover. He’d promised to take care of her, and if he failed…

Jonas closed his eyes, pushing away the dread and forcing himself to take a deep breath. Releasing it with a sigh, he picked up the book he’d left at the foot of the bed. He found his place and continued to read:


Dantès rose and looked forward, when he saw rise within a hundred yards of him the black and frowning rock on which stands the Château d’If. This gloomy fortress, which has for more than three hundred years furnished food for so many wild legends, seemed to Dantès like a scaffold to a malefactor.

“The Château d’If?” cried he, “what are we going there for?” The gendarme smiled.

“I am not going there to be imprisoned,” said Dantès; “it is only—”



“Haven’t we read this one before?” A weak voice from the bed shocked him to silence. He froze for a moment, then dropped the book and leaned forward. Amelia’s eyes were shadowed but lucid.

“You’re awake! And you’re you. Thank Christ.” His voice shook.

“Sister Martha would wash your mouth out for that. What happened?”

“What happened? You nearly got yourself killed, that’s what happened. You’ve been lying there closer to dead than alive for weeks. How do you feel? The doctor just left.” He leapt up. “I’ll get him back.”

“No, don’t, there’s no need,” she said.

“How could you possibly know that?” he said with sudden irritation. “You weren’t the one sitting here worrying you weren’t ever going to wake up. Worrying that if you did you’d be feeble. I’ve been half out of my mind—”

“Could I have some water?”

“Oh. Oh, god. Yes, of course.”

He dropped his pique and hurried off, returning with a cup. He helped her sit up to drink, holding it to her lips as she leaned forward.

“Little sips. That’s right.”

She finished it all and sat back. “Thank you.”

Jonas looked at her in silence, then squeezed her hand. After a moment, he stood. “You should eat.”

She nodded.

He came back a few minutes later carrying a steaming bowl of Mrs. Franklin’s stewed chicken. Amelia was asleep again. This time, however, she was curled on her side and breathing with a deep and satisfying regularity. Jonas muttered a prayer of thanks to a god he was fairly certain didn’t exist, then took his book and crept from the room.



Amelia recovered. Each day she remained awake longer, spoke more. Jonas kept nursing her. By the next week, she was up and moving around.

Jonas spent part of a night away from the apartment and returned wearing a beautiful silk scarf, his initials monogrammed in one corner. Something tightened in Amelia’s chest when she saw it. She looked away, her lips pressed into a thin line.

Late that afternoon, they were in the yard enjoying the last of the sunshine—Jonas sitting on the third step and Amelia in the chair he’d insisted on hauling outside for her—when Tommy and Mrs. Franklin appeared at the mouth of the alley. Jonas waved to them, and the pair turned, identical looks of pleased surprise spreading over their faces.

“Miz Amelia,” Tommy called as they neared. “Good to see you out.”

“It’s good to be out.” She smiled at them. “I’m glad to get a chance to thank you,” she told Mrs. Franklin. “Jonas says you were a great help to him while I was ill.”

The old woman waved off the thanks. “People got to help one another. And besides, you’ve been good to my boy—he told me you treat him right.”

They chatted for a few minutes more before mother and son made their farewells. Mrs. Franklin patted Amelia on the arm with a gnarled hand, her thumb brushing against Amelia’s wrist as she withdrew. Amelia’s vision darkened at the touch, and half a dozen images roiled inside her head, layered one over another, all stinging and urgent. It was over in an instant, before Amelia could so much as gasp in surprise.

Mrs. Franklin had already turned away, but Tommy still faced her. Before he could take a step, Amelia’s hand shot out as if of its own volition and clamped onto his wrist with a desperate, viselike grip.

Tommy looked at her. “Miz Amelia?”

“Don’t leave her,” she said, her voice hoarse and low.

Tommy glanced at Jonas, who had half-risen from his perch.

“Don’t leave her,” she repeated. “Not tonight. Something’s wrong.”

Something in Amelia’s face must have convinced him. He shot a worried look at his mother, then nodded at Amelia and gently disengaged her hand from his arm. “I won’t. I’ll take her home right now, and I’ll stay with her.”

Jonas sat back down as they left. “What was that?”

Amelia frowned. “I don’t know. I never felt anything like it before.” The sun fell below the roofline and cast them into shadow. She shivered. “Let’s go inside.”



Tommy knocked at the door the next day, his eyes tired and his voice awed. “You saved her,” he said, looking at Amelia. “We’d just got home and she’d gone to start dinner. I heard her fall. She was on the floor when I got to her, gaspin’ and holdin’ her chest. I ran for the doctor, and he said it was her heart. Gave her somethin’—put it under her tongue. It brought her around after a few minutes. Doc says she’d probably have died if I hadn’t been there.” He took Amelia’s hand in a crushing grip. “She would have laid there on the floor alone. You saved her.”

When he’d gone, Jonas looked at her, his expression odd. “She touched you yesterday, and you knew something was going to happen. What did you see?”

Amelia shook her head. “I didn’t see anything, not exactly. I didn’t know what was going to happen.”

“But you knew something would,” he said, thoughtful.

When she came to the table for dinner that night, her cards and crystal were sitting in its center.

“What are these doing here?” She looked at him.

“I thought you might like to practice. I’ve had them in the cabinet since you got hurt. Sabine has had someone working out of your room,” he told her. “A sort of substitute.”

“A substitute,” she said in a flat tone. “I should have realized. Have I lost my place?”

“I don’t think so. She’s not a patch on you. But she brought her own props. Although she calls them ‘gateways.’ She claims different tools connect to different levels of the spirit realm,” he said with disdain. “Makes these grand pronouncements in the most awful fake accent—”

As Jonas went on, describing the manifold deficiencies of her successor, Amelia brooded. Too many things were slipping from her grip. She needed to get back to work. That would start to set things right. She leaned forward across the table to touch the crystal with one finger, then pushed it away and slid the cards out of their wrapping. She held the deck and stroked her thumb over the slick back of the top card, only partly listening to Jonas.

“—the most obvious old fraud you could imagine,” he continued with relish. “Terribly dramatic.”

Amelia idly shuffled the deck and drew without looking. She glanced down: the Tower, signifying misery, adversity, calamity. Appropriate enough to their circumstances. Perhaps more to come if she couldn’t get her place back. She shuffled and drew again: the Tower. With a prickle of unease, Amelia shuffled a third time, carefully averting her gaze from the telltale markings on the cards. When she drew, the Tower appeared once more. Her heartbeat was suddenly noticeable in her chest. Jonas had gone silent, looking down at the card in her hand. He knew their meanings as well as she did.

“That was… odd,” he said finally, subdued.

Amelia avoided his eyes. She stood to stack the cards and put them away.

“Do it again.”

“I don’t—”

“Please,” he said with uncommon gravity.

She met his eyes and sighed. “Fine.” She shuffled slowly, the deck warm in her hands, and drew the card. The desolate gray crenellations of the Tower stared up at her, lightning kissing the spire at the top, desperate figures falling from its heights. Neither of them spoke.

After a frozen moment, she put the cards away. “I’m going to bed.”

The first dream came hours later.

She stood on an open plain, the night pressing in on her with a palpable weight. The tower loomed before her, its top a roaring inferno. A man leapt from its heights, screaming. She turned away before he hit the ground. Behind her, it was midday. She watched as a woman followed a yellow cat into a field of riotously colored flowers and was swallowed up, vanishing as though she’d never been. Another woman rose up in her place, pale and armless, like an ancient statue. With a banshee shriek, she turned to Amelia, her eyes imploring, before drying up like a husk and crumbling to dust. A third stood behind her, this one weeping from eyes as black as night. Amelia leaned forward to brush away the tears, and the woman snapped out of existence with a hollow pop. Amelia looked down at her hands—her palms were streaked with blood. She gasped and scrubbed them against her dress, a rough gray thing with black smudges at the hem. The flowers faded, and a man dressed in the robes of a monk bloomed in their place. He stood mute and unhearing as yet another woman circled him, pleading. Amelia blinked, and they were gone. A scraping, scratching noise behind her, and she turned again. Her breath caught in her throat. An impression of limbs, withered and gnarled, sinews standing out against leathered hide. Fur and scales and long, matted hair trailed on the ground. A knob at one end for a head, and when it raised itself toward her, it had no face, only an open pit lined with glistening fangs. She whirled to run, fell, looked down her body. The creature’s hands were around her ankles. She howled, an animal sound, raw with terror. The hands moved up her body, gripped her shoulders.…

Amelia woke with a gasp. The sheets were twined around her legs, damp with sweat despite the cool night air. A dim outline leaned over her in the moonlight—Jonas, both hands pressing her shoulders into the mattress.

“You were screaming,” Jonas told her, concern heavy in his voice. He released her and leaned back. “I had to shake you hard to wake you up.”

“I’ve never had a dream that vivid.” She took a deep breath and brushed sticky strands of hair off her face. Her hands were trembling.

“Do you want to talk it through? Do you think… was it—”

“No!” She shuddered and softened her tone. “No, I— It was just a nightmare. I’m fine. Go back to bed.”

With a doubtful look, but without comment, he left.

In the light of the next day, it was possible to believe it had been only a dream. There’d been the excitement with Tommy’s mother. And the strange coincidence with the Tower card the night before. She was worried about her job, about Jonas. It had influenced her, caused her mind to create that thing. Everyone had bad dreams sometimes. It meant nothing.

But it came again the next night. And the next. And each night thereafter.

The details changed. Once Jonas was the man falling, trailing fire as she screamed his name. Once the lurching monster had her own face, distorted but recognizable. Each time Jonas woke her. Each time she refused to talk about it.

For the first few days, they pretended nothing was happening. Every morning, Amelia sat and drank coffee as Jonas read the paper, relaying bits of news out loud and adding commentary to items he found interesting.

“There’s a smallpox outbreak at the almshouse in Jersey City. ‘Health authorities were thrown into a state of alarm’.… I should say so.… A former congressman is divorcing his wife and asking for $50,000 in damages from her lover—apparently she’s been carrying on with a banker.… The London Times liked President Cleveland’s inaugural address.… The Princess of Wales and her children had an audience with the Pope.… The body of a young doctor was found in the river.… Lily Post has taken over the role of Gianetta in The Gondoliers. I like her. We should try to see that.”

This relentless pursuit of normalcy soothed them both, for a time.

But the nightmare was always waiting, as vivid and terrible each time as if it were new. As the days passed, the strain began to tell on both of them. Sleep became difficult, Amelia lying awake in her room and Jonas in his, both dreading what they knew would happen when she closed her eyes.

Jonas stopped chattering over the paper in the mornings, instead clenching its edges in whitened fists and casting furtive glances at Amelia over the top of the page when he thought she wasn’t looking. There was something speculative in his gaze.

Three more times that week, he brought her the cards and nagged her into drawing. Each time the Tower fairly leapt from the deck.

They became snappish with each other. Amelia withdrew, ignoring all but direct inquiries and answering in monosyllables. Jonas stopped going out and began to find increasingly pallid excuses not to leave her alone. Their apartment took on the choking atmosphere of a city under siege.

She refused to draw a card the fourth time he offered them, waving them away with a scowl. He muttered something under his breath as he put them away. Their tempers frayed, each of them spent the rest of the day brooding, looking away whenever their eyes met.

On the ninth day, a package arrived for Jonas: two books, one a beautifully bound copy of Leaves of Grass. The other, Amelia saw before he hastily covered the front, was a popular traveler’s guide to Paris. He read the note it contained, then shoved it in his pocket, glancing at Amelia as if to gauge whether she’d noticed. She made a point of averting her gaze, her jaw clenched against the words threatening to spill from her mouth. The air between them darkened.

That afternoon, Jonas offered her the cards once more.

“No,” she snapped, knocking his hand away and spilling the deck to the floor. “I’m not drawing again. It means nothing! And you’ve got to stop this damned hovering. Everything is fine. Nothing has happened. Nothing is going to happen. I’m recovered. You should go and tell Sabine we’re ready to come back to work.”

“I will do no such thing. None of this is fine,” Jonas spat, gesturing at the scattered cards. “This thing with the Tower, it’s important. And you know it. That’s why you won’t talk about it—because it’s scaring you. All of it—Mrs. Franklin, and the cards, and that god-damned nightmare.” He nearly shouted the last. “And you are not recovered. You’re thin as a rail and pale as milk, except for those black circles under your eyes. I doubt you could make it all the way out to the street without falling over, let alone work a full night. You’re exhausted. You can’t—”

“I can do whatever I damned well want,” Amelia shot back. “I want to get back to work. I want things to get back to normal, and that isn’t going to happen until—”

“It isn’t going to happen at all,” he cried. “Don’t you see? Things are different now. You are different.”

“Nothing is different. It’s just a dream. It’s just a stupid dream, and this,” she said, plucking up the Tower card, where it had fallen face up at her feet, “is just paper.” She ripped it in half and flung the pieces at him.

Jonas scoffed. “You know better than that.” He shoved her seer’s crystal across the table at her. “I’ll bet if you tried, you’d see something in it now. But you won’t, because you’re terrified I’m right. Something’s happened to you, Amelia. Lying to yourself about it won’t help anything.”

She batted the crystal back at him. “I’m not the one who’s lying.”

“What are you talking about?”

“You think I don’t know? About the gifts, and the poetry, and Paris?” The last word was a sneer. “Are you a fool? You’re his toy, and when he’s tired of you, he’ll drop you.”

“You don’t know what you’re talking about. You’ve never even met him, for god’s sake, you don’t know—”

“I know enough. I know he wants you to leave with him. And you’re thinking about it, aren’t you?”

He hesitated for an instant, and the pause was answer enough. Rage swept over her.

“What’s happened to you? I never thought you’d be content to be nothing but someone’s whore!” She hurled the last word like a knife.

Jonas looked as stunned as if she’d slapped him. His face flushed red. Without a word, he turned, stalked out of the apartment, and slammed the door behind him. Amelia seized the crystal and heaved it after him. It shattered against the doorjamb. She kicked the table’s leg, earning herself nothing but a bruised foot. “Damn it,” she hissed, rubbing the injury.

She threw herself down into a chair, let out a shuddering breath, and buried her face in her hands. Her anger drained away, replaced by a searing mixture of guilt and shame. Her barbed words still echoed through the empty room, pricking her anew with each reverberation. She felt as if she might climb out of her own skin.

Enough. She had to get out of here. She stood, snatched up her new cloak—still hanging on the hook by the door since the night of the brawl—and tied it on as she made her way down the stairs.

Amelia was winded by the time she reached the bottom. She swore again with more force, irritated anew that Jonas had been right. She looked up at their door but couldn’t bear the thought of sitting alone in the oppressive silence.

I’ll go for a walk, she thought, squaring her shoulders. It will be good for me. If I tire myself out, then maybe tonight I won’t— She cut herself off, her mind skittering away from the subject of her dream.

She crossed the yard and started down the alley. As she passed the spot where she’d been injured, regret for the things she’d said to Jonas stabbed through her. She’d gone too far. He worried about her. He didn’t deserve the way she’d spoken. As she reached the street, she promised herself she would apologize as soon as he returned.

The resolution made, she set off feeling if not unburdened, then at least lighter. The season had begun to change while she’d been stuck inside, and the air held a faint hint of spring, though the breeze was still chilly enough to make her glad of the cloak. At her favorite café, she bought a sausage on a soft roll and a cup of cider. She sat at one of the outdoor tables facing the park, watching the passersby and enjoying the salty meat and the mild alcoholic bite of the cider. She finished her meal and turned her face up to the sun.

The green expanse of the park beckoned, and she stood, surprised and amused to find the drink had gone to her head. She crossed the street and wandered along a graveled path, crossing a wooden bridge over a rocky spot where a trickle of water flowed. The sounds of the city faded, replaced by birdsong.

Inattentive, she was only steps away when she saw it: people drifting off the path up ahead, flowing around a roundish, empty space like water around a rock in the middle of a river. Amelia stepped closer, the air pressing in on her, every sound magnified until there was nothing but a roar in her ears. She focused on the empty spot and froze.

The space wasn’t empty at all. Something gray and translucent swirled in the air. It began to take shape even as Amelia blinked in disbelief. Within a moment, a young woman, no older than Amelia herself, stood in the spot. Her features were sharp, although she remained oddly faint and colorless. She wore a shapeless dress and a round cap in a style fifty years out of date and shabby even for a servant. Around her neck was a knotted rope, its ragged end trailing on the ground.

Amelia gasped. The woman’s head turned with a jerk. Her eyes widened as they locked on to Amelia’s. Startled recognition swept over her face, followed an instant later by an expression of eager anticipation. An itch began somewhere behind Amelia’s breastbone, and the girl began to move toward her. Or rather, she must have moved, though it seemed more as if the space between them simply contracted.

The itch grew. Intensified. Within moments it felt hideously like something was boring through Amelia’s chest, tugging at her sternum from behind. She knew, with an awful certainty, that something terrible would happen when the apparition touched her.

Amelia ordered herself to move, to turn and run, but her legs refused to obey. It was as if she were rooted to the spot. Amelia tried to ward the thing away, but her arms remained locked at her sides. The girl reached out a hand, and an alien, suffocating presence enveloped her. Something clenched around Amelia’s neck, and her breathing became a desperate wheeze.

The world tilted. The cold ground pressed against her back. The shade drifted toward her, the gray hand still reaching. Amelia felt a frozen touch on her cheek, and then she was gone.
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Amelia thrashed in the space between dream and waking, drowning in the void, unable to fight her way to the surface. Awareness faded and sharpened in ragged beats. Snatches of conversation stitched themselves together, the pattern incomprehensible.


—found her in the park—

—drunk? Smells like she—

—fought like a wildcat. Screaming about how she never meant to burn them up—

—scratched the hell out of Hanlon when—

—Put her in a cell. Maybe someone—

—the hell is she still here?! We can’t keep every stray—

—here today? Have him take a look. Maybe he can—

—raving when she came in. Still hasn’t spoken any sense—



A thumb lifting her eyelid.


—Miss Casey, can you hear me? Carolina?—

—my count, gentlemen. One, two—



A jolting motion, a sickening weightlessness, a swaying. She fell away again.
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Amelia returned to herself a sense at a time.

First a woman’s voice, brusque and echoing: “This way please, gentlemen. Set her down, thank you. We’ll take her from here.”

Throbbing pain filling her head to bursting. Mewling with it, clutching her temples with her hands. A foul taste in her mouth and a stench in her nostrils that she dimly recognized as coming from herself. Filth and bile and rust. Slow, shallow breaths. Slitted eyes opening against piercing light.

She blinked slowly, orienting herself. She was lying on the floor—on a stretcher—in a large, tiled washroom. And she was not alone. Three women wearing identical brown-striped dresses and stern expressions looked back at her. One opened the folder she held and looked down, making notes with a pencil. The scritching sound was as loud as a scream in the echoing room. The second held a cloth bundle and a limp canvas sack. The third stepped forward.

“Good. You’re awake. Do you understand me?”

Amelia tried to speak but found her voice wouldn’t obey. She managed a shadow of a nod.

“Do you know where you are?”

Shaking her head was beyond her capacity. She closed her eyes again. Frowned.

“This is the city lunatic asylum at Blackwell’s Island.”

Shock forced Amelia’s eyes wide open. The light assaulted her, sent a bolt of pain through her head, forced a strangled groan from her throat. Her stomach heaved, but it was empty, and all she did was retch pitifully.

“None of that. We’ll not be cleaning up after you.”

One of the others spoke. “Let’s get her seen to.”

Hands pulled her upright, and the room whirled sickeningly. Amelia closed her eyes again.

One of the women probed at her head, yanked at her tender scalp. “What on earth have you done to your hair?”

Amelia reached up with a trembling hand. Felt coils of hair, stiff with filth.

“I’m not going to waste all day trying to get this mess cleaned and combed out. We’re going to have to cut it off.” The speaker nodded to the one with the folder. “Make a note: there was an infestation of lice.”

Amelia ignored their chuckles as the woman reached into her pocket and produced a pair of scissors. Clumps of hair fell to the floor.

“There. Let’s get her cleaned up.” Two of them held her on her feet while the third stripped her, grumbling over the muck caked on her clothes. Naked, she was lifted into an enormous tub. The water was cold.

“In with you,” one of them muttered, prodding her hard in the back.

Amelia’s feet slipped out from under her, and the frigid water closed over her head. Her breath went out in a rush. She came up sputtering, the chill already seeping into her bones.

But it brought her further back to herself. She took more note of her surroundings as she was scrubbed with stinging soap and a coarse brush. Her hands and feet were blue with cold when the women finally lifted her out of the tub. She shuddered as they dried her with a length of rough toweling. They dressed her in a coarse linen shift and shapeless calico dress made for someone much taller. There was writing along the hem, illegible from her vantage point. A white cap and a pair of thin slippers completed her new wardrobe. Amelia’s own clothes disappeared into the sack, probably fit only to be burned.

“Now then,” the one with the folder said. “Carolina Casey, found in fits in a public park, possibly drunk, uncommunicative.” She tutted. “No known family or friends, adjudged destitute, committed by judicial order until such time as the asylum superintendent finds her fit to be released.”

Carolina. Who was…?

“Lina,” she muttered. The cloak Jonas had saved for her. It had Lina’s name in it.

“Lina,” one of the nurses repeated, scratching something in the file.

Amelia opened her mouth to protest, to tell them her real name, to insist they let her go. Then some practical part of her mind, awake now for the first time since the park, realized how it would sound—half the women here must insist all those things with their every breath. No one would believe her; anything she said would be only further evidence of her madness. And Lina had no further need of her cloak or her name. She was gone to California. Amelia stilled, keeping an iron grip on the terror beating its wings against her chest. Her name didn’t matter. She could be Lina for now.

She was compliant as they led her from the washroom, feigning continued confusion. But though she kept her head lowered and her steps tentative, she darted glances in every direction, taking in as much as she could. One nurse led the way while the other two supported her as she stumbled down the long stone hallway. Amelia squinted against the noonday light coming in through the high, narrow windows lining one side. It penetrated only weakly into the barred cells along the opposite wall, painting the occupants in graded shadows. Some were nothing more than dark forms huddled away from the doors, despair wafting through the bars. Others pressed themselves forward, hands outthrust and imploring.

One woman flung herself at the door as they passed, hands clawed and digging bloody furrows down her own arms. “A knife. Please, a knife. They’re under my skin. You have to help me,” she begged.

The nurse in the lead chided her. “You’ll have to go back into the jacket if you don’t stop that.” They walked on.

“My baby, my beautiful boy. I want my baby.”

There were repeated thuds as one woman rocked on the floor, her hands over her face, her body thumping hard against the wall of the cell. “Hilf mir. Hilf mir. Bitte!”

Another shouted. “Water! Water, for the love of God, I’ll burn up!”

The nurses ignored her.

“I want to go home. Please let me go home.”

Women shrieked. They moaned. They sobbed and swore and gibbered. They sat in frozen silence and glared with murderous intent.

One caught Amelia’s look as she passed. With a growl, the woman flung herself at the door. “You cunt. You dare to look at me? I’ll rip your eyes from your face. I’ll open your chest and tear out your heart.” Her threats followed them as she faded from view.

A few more steps and there came a low, pleading voice.

“I have to get home to my cat. She’ll wonder where I’ve gone, my sweet little kitty. She needs me.”

The next cell stood open. Waiting. Wild laughter echoed from farther down the narrow hallway. The nurses guided Amelia into the empty cell, then turned away without a word.

The hinges screamed, and the door swung closed with a crash. It was the most final-sounding thing Amelia had ever heard.
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