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For those who hear/see/know, and for the Melissas, who believe






THE OPENING OF JULIA’S BUREAU: AN EXPLORATION OF THE OTHER WORLD

—an announcement from William T. Stead

ON APRIL 24 THREE YEARS PRIOR, I opened a bureau in London for the purpose of bridging the abyss between the Two Worlds: the Living and the Dead. I am now opening another bureau in New York City, to be called Julia’s Bureau. This is thus:

AN APPEAL FOR HELPERS.

I shall be extremely glad to hear from any Sensitives or Soothsayers, any Clairvoyants or Mediums—anyone whose eyelids are opened. If this audacious experiment fails, it will not be for lack of cooperation on Both Sides. (They wish to speak with us as much as we wish to speak with them.)

But if it succeeds—!

William T. Stead folds his copy of the Fortnightly Review over the silken arm of his chair. His advert had turned out beautifully. Too bad it was a tragic mistake. Earlier this evening, his automatic writing channeled a message from the Other Side—he’d awoken to a note his own hand had crafted: JULIA’S BUREAU IS DANGEROUS. Connecting to spirits on the Other Side had given him so much comfort, and he wanted nothing more than to ease others’ grief by offering that same connection. He thought he could do that through recruiting the world’s best mediums and employing them in a bureau. Julia’s Bureau. But he quickly learned: When one explores the spiritual realm, one opens the portal for all spirits, Light and Dark.

And now, in these final moments, as the tinkling notes of “Nearer, My God, to Thee” float down from the starboard deck above, he knows he must halt the formation of his beloved Julia’s Bureau, the very calling of his heart. The floor slants sharply, and the paper slides off the chair with a flutter. He lights a cigar. A figure appears in the doorway, gripping the frame.

“Mr. Stead! Sir—there’s a place for you on the lifeboat!”

Mr. Stead blows a slow, curving arc of smoke. Smoke: swirling shadows, there, then gone. He notices this, notices its slow absence. How does something disappear?

It doesn’t.

It dissipates.

Mr. Stead swirls fine brandy in a crystal snifter. He does not rise from his tufted silk chair.

“I need you to telegraph a message to a Mr. Pax Princip,” Mr. Stead replies to the porter. “Can you do that for me?”

Sweat drips into the porter’s eyes, despite the frigid air. The porter sweeps his arm across the first-class cabin. “Sir, there is no time.” His breaths are puffs.

More things there, then not.

“Can you or can you not telegraph a message for me?”

The ship moans, keels. The porter’s skin flushes green. His niceties disappear. “Suit yourself. He wants to give up his first-class ticket onto a lifeboat, that there’s a spot for me.” The porter hurls himself from the quickly tilting room.

William T. Stead, world-class journalist, takes another drag off his cigar. The smoke doesn’t exactly rise, because up is no longer up. Suspended. Lovely state, that. Beneath him, around him, the metal of the RMS Titanic twists and wails like the ominous songs of the dead.

“Fine, then. I’ll get the message to him myself.”
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THE WHEEL OF FORTUNE

THE 10TH MAJOR ARCANA CARD

A wheel in a cloudy sky is surrounded by an angel, a bull, an eagle, and a lion. A sphynx, a snake, and an evil spirit also hover nearby.

Upright: luck, good fortune, relationship changes, destiny

Reversed: love life out of control, failure to adapt

Yes, Dear Friend.

A tragedy indeed.

The Titanic had been deemed unsinkable, after all. Thumbing its massive metal nose at the universe. Some might even call that irony, if it weren’t coarse to do so.

But if you had heard the cries of 2,200 souls in the dark night, many of them gasping their last breaths, lifting as puffs of clouds. Fifteen hundred passengers, whimpering as the lights of their eyes were snuffed by the icy waters of the Atlantic…

Hmm. Tragic.

But the sinking of the Titanic was my good fortune.

William T. Stead was not supposed to change his mind.

I needed Julia’s Bureau to proceed as planned. It was destiny.







PART ONE THE PLAN [image: ]







CHAPTER ONE
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I am never alone, never, and yet I’m the loneliest person I know, dead or alive. My whole life is noise, constant static from the Other Side.

Aw, I’d hug you if I could, hon.

Poor thing. Always with us nearby.

We think you’re a real lollapalooza, you know that, kid?

“Lady Rose!”

That voice, though. That one is here, now, instead of inside and away like the others, and it startles me. That’s a customer calling, using my fake name.

I shake off my stupor and remind myself of my current whereabouts: makeshift psychic parlor, giving a makeshift reading. Treading a makeshift line of sanity. I’ve collected a roomful of questionable folks at this reading. “Yes, yes, one moment.” My fingertips hover over the tabletop.

The Ouija board beneath feels ice-cold and bone-dry. Yes, it’s artful: The letters are a delicate, precise script, and the heart-shaped planchette glides across the polished wood like a clean blade being sharpened.

Few things live in ice-cold, bone-dry places. So to me, a Ouija board is safe.

My fingers tremble. The planchette glides beneath my touch. It is a beautiful, chilling charade.

“What’s it say, missy?” a client wearing tattered overalls grunts. He smells of grease and gin. “Where’d she leave the money?”

Over my dead body, I say. Oh—HaHA!

I glance around the parlor. My clients sit on pillows tossed about the floor. They think it’s more authentic this way, to sit with a medium while perched on a pillow. But it’s truly because I’m too cheap to rent a room with both a window and a chair.

My assessment of the room stops abruptly on…

Him.

Do I know him?

The hairs on the back of my neck prickle. No. I don’t think so. He is unlike the others gathered here. His eyes! They are bottle green with a tinge of silver, iridescent like small, sleek fish, and I can feel them on me.

Spirit wafts cold air across my skin, and I shiver. Yes, I can feel his eyes like that.

This young gentleman is truly dapper. He sports a pocket watch, shoe spats. A vest. Hair oil. And an arrogant half grin that tells me he knows exactly how handsome he is. Anyone who believes in themselves as much as this gentleman does cannot be trusted.

How did he get in here without my notice? He didn’t pay the nickel entry fee. He owes me.

“Lady Rose,” Tattered Overalls growls.

I blink. The dapper gentlemen’s intensity makes me leery, and there is a darkness around him that I don’t often see. His aura is sharp, stabby. Something deep within me stirs, and I shift uncomfortably, the sensation of sitting on cold rocks.

Back to business.

The oil lanterns scattered about are covered with shawls, and they toss long, twitching shadows on the red velvet walls, the waltz of light and dark. I kick the leg of the squat table.

The crowd gasps. I roll my eyes back in my head. It is a discreet way to size up the room.

About eighty percent of the dozen gathered here are buying this act. I can’t tell if the handsome gentleman falls for it; his eyes are tight and his arms are crossed firmly over his lean chest. But most of the others—they believe. I can tell by the number of lips bitten, the variety of handkerchiefs twisted. This is more than usual. I can punch it up, in that case. I can get away with more.

Not too much more, though. There is great danger in them knowing for sure. A nickel per show is one thing. A true connection to the one universal energy is another. No, it’s far better to get a pinch of things wrong. My maman used to say, “A single grain of rice can tip the scale.”

Spirit huffs at my showmanship—my Team of Light on the Other Side often gets impatient with this type of bluster—and they offer me an image of a red barn.

“Oh!” My eyes widen. I swish the planchette across the wood. “B-A-R-N-R-E-D. The red barn?” I look up into the dull, hazel eyes of Tattered Overalls. “Does that make sense to you?”

His greasy hair shines in the lamplight. “No. We live in the city. Ain’t no barns near us.”

What an idiot. Tell him I said he’s an idiot.

“There’s that restaurant, Papa!” says a smudge-faced boy next to this hulk. “The one around the corner—its front doors are painted like a barn!”

Tattered Overalls scowls at the boy.

But I nod and slide the planchette. People are so easy. They lead you right to where they want to go. Quite the opposite of Spirit, who often comes through as crackles of words through static. Spirit often offers me images, and it’s up to me to interpret their meanings. Sometimes they offer me smells, sensations, or feelings, sometimes snapshots of places I’ve never been, sometimes faraway, tinny music, but they are mostly electrified nonsense. A jolt of static electricity—zap!—but in my mind.

Delightful.

I spell out “D-O-O-R-S.” The boy beams.

I miss you, son.

That I hear as clear as a crystal ball. I throw him a bone: “S-O-N-L-O-V-E.”

The youngster’s eyes glass over. A single tear gathers on his lashes, then slides down his dirty cheek.

I love and hate this job. Mostly hate. Grief is a terrible thing to capitalize on. So where I can offer solace, I do.

“She wouldn’t leave the money there. We never even ate there.” The man licks his dry, chapped lips. Pounds his fists on the table. The planchette bounces to the floor. I bet they think the pounding did that, caused the planchette to bounce like that. If they’d paid attention, they would have seen the planchette hop and skid before the pounding began. If they’d ALL JUST PAY ATTENTION, they would see everything so differently.

The boy shrinks backward at his father’s pounding. The way he folds into himself, I know this boy has shrunk away from pounding before. My teeth grind.

“Where did she leave it?” Tattered Overalls bellows. “I need that money! Where is it?”

This beast is crushing the velvet on my tablecloth in his meaty fists. And he’s scaring his son. I try not to listen to the voice in my head telling me to answer:

“Up your hind end.”

But I do. I say it.

Rather, I hear my voice say it while I cringe. Her words from my mouth. Sometimes I simply cannot stop them from taking over my voice, my words. It’s an awful sensation, and it leaves me nauseated.

The man thrusts his hands under my table and upends it. The heavy oak slab hits the sideboard with a crack, which topples the oil lamp, igniting the crocheted shawl draped over it.

People scream, shove, scramble to stand. Smoke quickly fills the small room, choking us, stinging our eyes. Not this, I think in a panic. Anything but fire. I whip open the thick curtains and bright, yellow day blinds me. I fling open the window and toss the ignited shawl into a dirty puddle two stories below.

Tattered Overalls reaches into his boot and groans, trying to push himself off the floor. He flashes a gleaming silver knife, and he stumbles between me and the door.

Here we go again.

The gentleman with the silver-green eyes steps forward, between me and this brute. “Easy, big fella,” the young man says. His voice! Spirit offers me the image of a steaming cup of coffee, strong and bold and dark.

The brute does not take kindly to this barrier; he places both hands solidly on the gentleman’s crisp vest and shoves, hard. The young fellow stumbles but rights himself quickly. He shakes his head. Sighs.

Sighs! He’s done this before, tussled like this, and he finds this whole bit tiresome. Those impossible eyes of his slide to me, still standing by the open window. And here, here, is a moment where I feel a snick, like the tumblers inside a locked safe falling into place. An opening, an unlocking. A deep and unavoidable pull.

It is terrifying. I shrug off the sensation. His face quirks ever so slightly, as if he, too, felt both of those things: his pull, my eschewal.

Pop! The young guy lands a sickening punch square on brute’s nose, those silver eyes never unlocking from mine. Blood explodes everywhere. The beast growls like a bear in a trap.

Exciting as this is, I can’t stick around for it. No pokey for me, thank you.

I pull away from the spell of this gentleman and I follow the path of the shawl: out the window. And this is why windows are more valuable than chairs, though a fan of heights I most certainly am not. I brace myself for the impact; my boots are ready.

It’s a cold, wet landing into the puddle. Over my shoulder, the hulking fellow is squeezing through the portal and will shortly land atop me, surely crushing my bones. The mysterious young man with the pocket watch has disappeared.

Spirit shocks me with a jolt. It is momentarily paralyzing, and it locks my every muscle. I hate the sensation, but I know this message from past communication with the Other Side: Pay attention, Stella. This is information you will need later.

I work my jaw. WHY must you make your point so emphatically, Spirit? A squeaky toy duck couldn’t pass along the same message?

I slip and slide. I run.

The oaf pounds to the ground behind me.

My boots clatter on the cobblestones.

Alleys. The alleys are my best bet.

The one I pick smells of garbage and urine, but I slosh through the dark passage. Snuff growls at me for disturbing his dinner. “Back later,” I shout over my shoulder. He twitches his whiskers, a quick Bring fish.

My corset is cutting into my ribs, making it difficult to run. I reach behind my back, loosen the strings, and stop to wriggle free of it from under my dress. I toss it in a rubbish bin, all while running far away from my Hester Street boardinghouse.

This neighborhood is dirty and crowded; a quarter of a million people crammed into one square mile. It’s largely Jewish and packed with immigrants. The fakirs, the Hindu wonder-workers, long ago established this part of the city as the epicenter of spiritual connection. It’s easy to get lost here. I love it.

When at last I’ve escaped Tattered Overalls in the winding New York City alleys, I lean against a cool, stone building and slide to sitting. My view is of the gleaming East River, the knots and cables and sway of the Brooklyn Bridge, the dozens of colorful boats dotting the shoreline. Brooklyn smokes and chugs in the distance. I heave to catch my breath. The stirring, the longing, creeps back into my belly.

Who was that young man? Why is he so familiar? Why is he so disturbing?

But Spirit of course ignores my questions, choosing instead to focus on the brute:

You didn’t tell him he was fat and lazy.

I told you to tell him that!

Anger surges, hot and red. I think it is my anger I feel, and not theirs. “Shut up!” I yell into the alley. It echoes back to me: Shut up!

It might not have been an echo. It might have been a taunt. Things like that, I never know. My identity, theirs, my anger, theirs… I don’t know where one ends and the next begins. It’s enough to drive one mad. Slowly, hauntingly. My face heats.

That jackass will never find that money.

Not after what he did to me.

“Shut up, I said!” I yank my hair at the roots. “Enough! Leave me ALONE!”

There is silence.

Perhaps this time, I’ve done it.

Perhaps this time, they’ll finally honor my wish and leave me be.

But then, I feel it: the slow, slimy chill of being watched. Usually I just hear Spirit, quick crackles of their voices, quippy and communicative. Sometimes they come through in flashes of light and images, like the herky-jerky movement you see when you squint through the eyepiece of a nickelodeon.

But rarer still, I can feel them. The Dark Legion. They are shadows and blood, their taste metallic, their caress hypnotic. Their movement, a darkening, a thickening, barely visible from the corner of my eye. Sickness and fear and anger surge along with the three spirits I call the Dark Trio—two tall, lumbering male presences and one shorter one in a wide-brimmed hat. Their eyes are inky hollow pits, their tongues like snakes, their breath like garbage. They are monsters. They are fiends. I’ve not looked at them directly, ever. I instinctively feel that if I look directly at them, I’m inviting evil in. When the Trio approaches, I feel the sensation of falling. Free-falling, the absolute loss of control, and then the abrupt, breathless jolt just before you smack the ground.

I pant. I slide my eyes to detect them, but nothing is there. Nothing is ever really there.

The dead are everywhere and nowhere. Like memories.

He’s fat and lazy and he only wishes he knew where I stashed that cash.

You didn’t let ME have a turn, Stella! My sister was there and I didn’t get my say.

I wanted to tell my mother not to worry. My MOTHER, Stella.

The hardest part of the charades I pull?

I could tell my customers every single thing they want to know.






CHAPTER TWO
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My stomach grumbles as I watch Snuff lick a tin of sardines in the alley. Pathetic, me even considering snatching it from him. Is there food nearby? I ask Spirit.

Spirit doesn’t answer.

Spirit never answers my direct questions. It is the rule I hate the most, and not only because it took me most of my eighteen years to finally figure that out. Do you know how much conversation takes place in the form of a question? No, Spirit only talks when Spirit wants to talk. Which is infuriating, this one-sided conversation. Rather like chatting with a toddler. One who demands candy. And who has a load in his pants.

Spirit lays the taste of liver and onions on my tongue. I scowl—I hate liver and onions. This is the sensation they give me when they think I’m being obstinate.

Pathetic or no, I kick the sardine tin away from Snuff, thinking I might salvage the rest for me. The cat looks up at me with such huge, sad eyes that I immediately regret this choice.

I sigh. Retrieve the tin. Place it gently at the cat’s paws. “Here you are, fellow. Sorry for my greed.”

Snuff narrows his gaze. He does not accept this paltry apology. I wouldn’t either, were I him.

I don’t normally have to scrounge for food like this; scamming my customers pays fairly well. But my purse is back at the boardinghouse, so at the moment I’m penniless. Hasty exits always lead to regrets, in my experience.

I am well-versed in regrets.

The sun is setting, and the shadowy alleys are getting cool. Cobblestone pathways wind back to the boardinghouse where I’m staying. Alone. Always alone. That thought somehow pulls me to the mysterious gentleman with the pocket watch. Is he alone? Lonely?

I’ve never wondered such things about a client before. I don’t care for the line of thought.

I peek around the corner, out of the alley. A crowd has gathered on the sidewalk in front of the crumbling Victorian house that is my home this week.

The zealots have found me again.

Chills snake to my core. As buffoonish as most are, the zealots could be the literal death of me. It is not only illegal to read fortunes as a medium in New York City, it is also considered immoral, this dance with the dead.

Spirit plays clownish circus music as I spy on them, but I whisper back, “They aren’t fools, you know. This isn’t child’s play.” Spirit silences.

The zealots shout names and threats at my temporary home. They sting like hot needles, these insults. I used to be able to ignore them, but since they’ve stolen so much of my dignity, their threats land like punches.

“Only witches and Satanists talk to the dead!” Reverend Jenkins shouts at the boardinghouse. He is a narrow-faced, narrow-souled, narrow-minded lout. Never once has he invited me into a conversation.

Reverend Jenkins blusters and puffs and shakes his fist at the still-open window. Intolerance stokes the fires of the righteous.

Ah! Me mum is there! Tell her I love her, will ya? I miss ’er so!

“Right,” I mutter back to the Spirit currently talking. “I’m going to march into THAT crowd of lunatics and give your mother a message. And then I’ll swing from the nearest tree branch.”

Swinging from a tree branch! Oy, I miss it!

There’s something to be said for frolicking in skin and bones.

“By swing, I mean from a noose, you know. With flames licking my toes?”

Spirit grows quiet again.

I can’t walk through that crowd. I can’t get to my belongings. Correction: belonging. My satchel is inside, but everything therein is expendable. The only thing I truly care to retrieve is the photograph of me, Daisy, and Maman. The gelatin silver print of me and my sister, our mother resting with creamy lilies on her breast. Maman waltzed into death like she was dancing on rose petals. She told us her heart exploded with love for us; those were her departing words. I heard her voice once, just after she passed. She whispered: All the seeds I planted are blooming. I knew it was the last time I’d hear her smiling voice; she parted peacefully.

My sister did not part peacefully, and those are the voices I usually hear: the tortured and suspended souls. The voices that haunt me most are those with unfinished business: unexpressed love, or deep regret. And sometimes those voices reek of vengeance.

If I’m honest, I’m not certain how Daisy perished. It’s a morbid fascination of mine, this wondering. Did she leap? Did she burn? Did she choke? I simply cannot stop my thoughts when it comes to conjecturing about her demise. It’s a miserable, spiraling trap.

I snap myself out of it. I want that photograph. When I look at it, I can almost imagine the rosewater scent Daisy wore. Grief is a seduction. Grief cheats and lies but leaves you begging for things like a piece of copper. But oh, that photo. When it is tilted just so, the tiptoe of light across it makes us disappear.

Which is a half-truth, now. One of us is indeed gone.

I exhale, my backside still pressed against the cold brick building. Guess I’ll head toward Bleecker and see if the bakers have thrown out this morning’s bread yet.

I turn and run into a vest lined with smart tortoiseshell buttons. They march skyward to a slim red tie, starched collar, strong stubbled jaw, jaunty flat straw hat.

“Oh! Pardon me.”

That coffee voice. His olive skin is tanned, his hair and features dark.

And then my eyes lock onto his. His eyes, bottle green, with a sheen of silver. He smiles, his face lifting on one side, then the other. Cocky.

It’s him.

The young man steps back, smiling, and it’s warm, like a fresh cinnamon roll. I don’t trust it for a second. Too sticky-sweet. He removes his expensive hat in one graceful measure. “Stella Bohdan?”

I flinch. Not that name. It is my grain of rice. It is the one thing that could tip the scale.

But this gentleman must somehow catch my hesitation. He dips his head until my eyes are forced to meet his. “Wait. Ah… no! It really is Rose, isn’t it? Very clever, using your real name as your stage name! Hiding in plain sight.”

“No.” My heart is in my throat. How could he possibly know that? “You must have mistaken me for someone else.”

“Rose! It’s lovely. ‘What’s in a name? That which we call a rose by any other name would smell as sweet.’ ”

“Are you… commenting on how I smell?”

“It’s Shakespeare.”

“I’m aware. But it’s still commentary on my scent.”

“It’s commentary on your name. On sweetness.”

“Ah. Well. If you’re equating me with sweetness, you have a lot to learn, sir.”

The gentleman cocks a grin. “So… bitter, then. Understood.”

Who is this guy? Infuriating! My cheeks flush with frustration.

He continues: “ ‘Something wicked this way comes?’ ‘To be or not to be?’ That old guy had all sorts of humdingers.”

I clench my jaw, impatient to move along. “Yes. Hamlet. Always asking the wrong questions.”

His eyes shine. “What do you mean?”

I huff. “To be or not to be. That’s not accurate at all, now, is it? No one simply ceases to be. They just… exist differently.”

The gentleman pauses. I feel the shadows thicken around him, his aura prickling. “It’s real for you, isn’t it? You actually hear them.”

I breathe to keep my voice steady. “I’m sorry. I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“You do. And it’s a gift. It might presently seem like a curse, because you don’t know how to control it. But it is a gift, Rose.”

“Do not call me Rose. It’s Stella to you.” I’ve never once invited someone to call me that name, but it feels safer with him somehow. People often ask me if the voices are real, but I rarely encounter people who tell me they are. I study this fellow. He has thick, wavy hair and I wonder about lacing my fingers in it. This thought surprises me, and I shake it off. I continue to evaluate him with a more objective eye. He still sports his expensive watch chain. Expensive things can pay bills.

I finally confess I know him: “You were in that last reading.”

“I was.”

“You didn’t pay,” I say, arching an eyebrow at him. “You owe me a nickel admission.” This fellow probably tosses nickels into fountains for wishes; his appearance screams money.

“But I saved you back there.” The way he says it: Teasing. Mischievous. It sends a thrill down my spine that I don’t care for.

“No, you didn’t.” I extend my palm. “One jitney, please.”

He pats his pockets. Grins. Is it possible to feel someone’s grin, like a yearning? “Would you believe I left my wallet at home?” he asks.

“I would not.”

He laughs. Oh, his laugh! His laughter is deep and honest and carefree, and it stirs something deep in my—

NO.

I don’t get to do this. I don’t get to do any of the things Daisy didn’t get to do. That is my pact with myself. And certainly not with some wealthy, cocky playboy.

Eyes shining, he composes himself with a brilliant smile. “I will pay you, Stella Bohdan. I promise. I always pay my debts.” He dons his cap and tips the brim with a flick of his finger.

He’s making promises? Promises imply future togetherness. That’s not good.

I clear my mind, ask no questions, and listen:

His name is Pax.

He’s twenty, Stella.

He wants something.

That’s obvious.

It’s my brother!

Ah! There’s the voice. There’s always a related voice. This one is young, a small girl. That twinges my heart.

Pax has lost a sister, too. My heart wants to turn toward this young gentleman as a sunflower turns to the sun, but I clamp down on that instinct.

It’s my brother, Stella. He’s so smart and silly!

He used to tickle me until I had the hiccups.

I can’t help but smile. It’s hard to remain leery of someone when you have such inside information, when you know his loss.

No, I scold myself. Shadows still darken his aura, and his intentions are slippery at best. “What do you want?”

He extends his hand. “I’m Pax.”

I place my hand in his; his lips graze the arch of my wrist. His touch! It’s borderline too hot, like touching an electric light bulb. I calm my breath. “What do you want, Pax?”

His forehead crinkles. It’s a teasing look, this pretend hurt.

“What do you want?” he asks me.

Me? I—that’s a first.

A shout from the zealots blares through a megaphone, blasting over my thoughts. “SINNER!”

Pax smiles, and when this fellow smiles, you can likely see it from behind his head—it’s that blinding. Convincing—that’s the word. Persuasive.

“Come with me. You can’t very well go back there.” He tilts his head at the crowd spitting and scratching in front of my boardinghouse like a gang of feral cats. Reverend Jenkins yells, “You are touched, girl! Your mind is diseased!”

Pax continues: “I have a business proposition for you.”

I snort. Whether it was at business or proposition, I cannot say.

His eyes dance, as if he understands. “Business only. I promise.”

I’m clenching my teeth, knotting my fingers. There is a sense of urgency here that I can’t quite place. Like a runner just before the starting gun fires, a hound just as the rabbit is released, a flag just as the wind billows it, before it snaps at its seams.

It all leaves me deeply uneasy. He’ll expose me to these zealots. He’ll be the final grain of rice. I can’t go, can I?

Go.

I stand straight. Was that… Daisy?

It was one word. Two letters only. I can’t tell!

It sounded so much like her. But I want to hear her so desperately, I can’t trust myself to know for sure. Am I imposing my own will here? Surely I am. Grief, the seductress, luring me back.

My heart pounds in my ears. I’ve been trying to hear Daisy for months, and not once has she broken through. I can’t say that I blame her; I’d never speak to me again, were I her.

Go? Does that mean run away, or go with him? Daisy, go? What do you mean?

Questions. Spirit answers no questions.

My mouth dries, my palms sweat. Daisy?

Go. That’s what I heard.

I link my hand through his elbow. It is almost unbearable, touching him, like I can feel his shadows and mine join forces. I somehow know this is a clear, defining moment in my life: There was before I met Pax, and after.

“Where are we going, Pax?”
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THE TOWER

THE 16TH MAJOR ARCANA CARD

A tower perches on a rocky mountain. Lightning strikes, setting the building on fire. People leap from the windows to their deaths.

Upright: change, upheaval, chaos, revelation, awakening, disaster, desire

Reversed: personal transformation, fear of change, avoidance

The universe wrapped Stella in its infinite wisdom, kissing her on her delicate forehead, gifting her a deep understanding of the Other Side.

The universe dealt me the Tower.

I’ve known from an early age that the Tower was my destiny. When Stella was five and I, seven, our drunk landlord let himself into our room with his key and started yanking our maman around. What happened next was an upheaval of our lives, and only after I died did I understand how young Stella experienced this scene:

Stella watched that creep roughhouse our maman, and her vision clouded deep red.

Stella, who had always chatted with imaginary friends, suddenly implored one of them for help. “Asomoday.” (I recall how, when she’d uttered the name, I’d shivered.) Shadows swarmed. Time slowed. Her veins throbbed with power. Her face warped, her heart blackened, and she loosed a primal, urgent scream. But her vision. That was the part that scared me the most. Like looking at the world through blood. I’ll never, ever forget what I saw through her eyes. Everyone looks like prey when you’re viewing them through blood.

Stella dug her fingernails into the landlord’s doughy flesh, and she pushed him with a force that a five-year-old should not have been capable of.

He tripped over a curtain cord. He fell, backward, through a window.

Eight stories. Neck snapped on impact.

Maman took one quick, queasy look out the window, then sprang into action. She moved us to the opposite side of the city and somehow procured new paperwork for us. She changed her name from Lily to Helen, but to us, she was always just Maman. Rose became Stella. And I, Daisy, was supposed to be Ruth, but young Stella could never remember to call me that. So I remained, effectively, Daisy. Her forever flower. And after Maman’s death, we still ran. Still hid. Still earned money any way we could.

And my part of those earnings, Dear Friend, was reading tarot. The cards weave together a story, amoral and poetic. Tarot cards don’t predict, they interpret. Tarot cards bloom into whatever garden the listener needs.

Except the Tower.

Whenever I flipped the Tower, for anyone, I knew it was my destiny. Chaos. Disaster. Transformation. Tower aflame, people plummeting toward death, escaping fire. This card pulled at my eyesight like none other. It thundered my human heart, pulsed blood into ringing ears, narrowed my eyesight to a pinprick. It was the only thing I knew to be true. My fate, the Tower, smothering my lungs with smoke, eating my flesh with fire. The Tower had changed my life once, and it would happen again.

My life was ephemeral. Short-lived.

And I admit: I want to exact revenge on the persons who snuffed out my life.

So, the man in the wide-brimmed hat. Asomoday, the evil soul that has tethered himself to Stella since her youth. One of the Trio, part of the Dark Legion. I’ve now seen the power he can give my Stella.

I did not intervene as he whispered, dark and deep into the recesses of my sister’s mind at Pax’s invitation:

Go.






CHAPTER THREE
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I am not vain.

But this Pax fellow leads me to a carriage—a carriage! An extravagance even for the wealthy in a city like New York. My shoes being resoled is often the extent of my transportation costs.

He offers his hand to assist me inside, and his grip is strong yet soft, his nails perfectly manicured. I turn my pink cheeks to the window. I don’t know why I find his touch embarrassing. Not only is he off-limits, but he overflows with an exuberance that I find highly untrustworthy. I’ve never met someone so shrouded in shadow but so smiley and slick.

The carriage is pulled by a shaggy gray horse, and the cobblestone streets jar us, causing us to occasionally bump shoulders. “Pardon me,” I say when thrown against him.

“My pleasure,” he says like a scamp, and he winks.

“I imagine you win over plenty of weak-hearted ladies with lines like that.”

“Lines? Do you mean… conversation?”

I purse my lips. His demeanor is infuriating.

When we arrive at the restaurant, Pax offers his arm. “Allow me to relieve you of your dire circumstances.”

I sense he means more than this bumpy carriage ride, and I dislike that he’s assessed me so thoroughly, so quickly. What does he know of my dire circumstances? His sparkling green eyes crinkle in a way that raises all my suspicions.

He has a business proposition, I remind myself. You can tolerate him if there’s enough money involved.

Indeed. You should definitely get down to business, Stella.

Spirit howls with laughter at this. I inhale deeply. I am simply getting the nickel I am due. Perhaps more.

The restaurant—Zangheri’s on East Twenty-Second—makes me acutely aware of my less-than-spotless self, my less-than-stylish clothes. I wish I were still wearing my corset beneath these rags. I could use the armor in this place.

A string quartet floats music across the sunlit room. Spirit sends me the literal scent of money, dusty and inky. Diners titter and pat pearls and clink delicate teacups. The men’s chests are covered from belt buckle to Adam’s apple in gleaming buttons, every whisker and hair slicked into place. The women glide and swoon. Their clothes are crisp, clean. Mine are slack, gray. I am a bison here, in my thick, stompy boots and shaggy, loosed hair. I am whispered about.

Why did he bring me to this place? It feels deliberate, like he’s showing me exactly where he falls in New York City’s social strata. Or is it the opposite? Is he reminding me of my complete and total lack of status?

Likely both.

But I am hungry. My belly roars at the smells in the air: beef and potatoes and gravy. The emptiness that accompanies hunger feels like a personal insult, far more powerful and hurtful than mere gossip. So I follow Pax inside.

The maître d’ shows us to our table, a private affair in a cozy corner. “Enjoy, Monsieur Princip.” Princip? My prince? It’s practically unbearable, the fairy-tale likeness: a prince in a carriage, a girl in rags. I instinctively search for the nearest exit. I’m not ready to sprint just yet, but soon, I feel. Soon.

Pax Princip holds my chair for me, scoots it in. He doesn’t seem the least bit fazed by how hulking I appear in comparison to these delicate feathers around us. Nor does he seem bothered by the dozens of women who slide their eyes at him, who inhale sharply at the sight of him, who shift in their seats so they can get a better glimpse of him. He is enticing. Noted.

Pax sits and tosses his expensive hat in an empty chair; he runs his fingers through his thick, dark hair.

Ain’t he a looker.

I’d whistle at him meself if I hadn’t lost all me teeth in that bar fight.

Enough of him! My son is here! The red bow tie! Stella, I need to tell him I’m sorry!

I squint, because somehow, squinting helps me tune them out, like turning down the volume on a radio. A twisty curl falls over Pax’s forehead. “Are you well?”

You have no idea, Prince Pax, how far I am from well. “Sure. Yes.”

Pax tilts his head. “Why is your leg bouncing?”

“My leg isn’t—” Shit. I still my leg.

Pax is studying me, dissecting me, and I don’t care for it one bit. I widen my eyes at him. “What?”

My directness amuses him. He lifts his chin at me. “Where did your pin go?”

“My what?”

“Your pin. Your brooch.” He leans forward, his hand reaching over the delicate table settings. As his pointer finger gets closer, I feel it again: that odd pull. It’s not unlike the pull I feel when the Dark Trio are near—powerful and urgent. Deeply compelling. I gasp slightly and lean back.

I look down at my dress, draped above my rapidly beating heart. There are two tiny pinholes there. I myself have never noticed them.

“My maman’s brooch,” I say with a shrug. “Hard times mean you sometimes part with things you love.”

It is my expectation that this will shock him, or at least rattle his calm façade. But he nods. “I understand that.”

Interesting. “How did you notice that?” I pinch my dress near the two tiny pinholes and look at them closer. “They are no bigger than a pair of fleas.”

Pax laughs, and Spirit places the image of coffee in my mind’s eye again. “Fleas?”

I grit my teeth. “Like I said. Hard times.” I refuse to let this slick playboy get the better of me.

The waiter comes with flat, wide bowls full of water, a thick slice of lemon floating atop. It’s odd, this bowl. I reach for a drink.

No, Stella! Don’t drink it!

It’s a finger bowl, girl.

Watch him.

Pax gently pushes up the sleeves of his crisp white shirt and his cuff links flash. These jewels of his are interesting. Wing-shaped, encrusted with diamonds. He dips his fingertips into the bowl. I exhale. Thank goodness I didn’t drink this. Thank you, Spirit.

My fingertips sink into the warm water. It is delicate, refreshing.

“I’m a trained artist,” Pax says, pulling the thought from the ether, it seems.

“Pardon?”

“Those pinholes. I noticed them because I’m an artist. Have been since I was a kid. I’ve been trained to note the tiniest of details. The smallest of discrepancies.”

“Details aren’t the same as discrepancies.”

“They are in my line of work.”

This person keeps surprising me. “An artist?”

He grins like a schoolboy. “Yes. A painter. Oils, mostly. The colors, the textures, the smells… there is not a scent on earth that matches linseed oil. I love it.” He inhales deeply as if he’s smelling an art studio now.

He’s telling the truth. His eyes have a faraway look; art is truly a part of his soul.

“What do you love, Stella?”

I blink. “What?”

“What do you love?” His eyes shine.

I look down. The water in the bowl is stained a light brown now.

I am dirty.

I don’t belong here.

I am not allowed any of this.

I remove my fingers, hide them in my lap.

“Flowers,” I say softly. I expect him to guffaw or offer a saccharine smile. I anticipate a reply along the lines of Everyone loves flowers!

But instead he bites his lower lip. “Flowers. That’s lovely.”

My impatience finally boils over. “What do you want?” I ask again.

Pax is unaccustomed to dealing with bison like me. “Don’t you want to know how I know your name?”

I grin to myself. Spirit told me he’d simply asked my landlady for my name. Or more accurately, paid her a jitney for it. That slob of a landlady was bought out for a nickel. (The nickel that’s supposed to be mine for that reading he attended, thank you.) I’d use a fake name to rent a room, but it’s difficult enough for an eighteen-year-old to find accommodations that are also used as a place of business, so I use my real papers.

Pax wipes his hands with the white linen napkin, then crumples it into a ball. He does not dab his fingers dry as the rest of these fine folks do. His edge is more jagged than appearances let on. “What do I want? Well… your mysticism. You have a gift, Stella.”

I shake my head. First, what I have is far from a gift. I can’t tell a memory from a dream from reality from a dead person’s voice. Not a gift. Second, he need not know any of this for certain. A single grain of rice and all.

Pax slides his hand into the breast pocket of his coat. He produces a calling card, gold-embossed, printed on thick, creamy paper. He places it on the table and slides it to me.

Julia’s Bureau

A bridge between the living and the dead

“I am recruiting the world’s best psychics to help heal humanity.”

Goose pimples ripple over my arms, and I shiver. I feel the sensation of push and pull, like ocean waves. “I don’t understand.”

Pax looks around the restaurant, apparently gauging the possibility of listening ears. Does he not know ears are always listening?

He leans forward. My breath shortens. I think of our breath, comingling between us, hot and twining and—

No.

“Julia’s Bureau is a gathering of the finest mediums and clairvoyants in the world,” he says. “Our goal is to ease some of the grief and suffering in the world by making connections to the Other Side. Our Spiritualists have seen tremendous success in London, and I’m opening the New York office. We want you to join us. I want you to join us.”

I’m intrigued. The part of me I most despise is the part he wants.

But I neither agree nor disagree. I have the upper hand in this conversation. That’s one thing Spirit gives me: I always have the upper hand in a conversation like this one, if I ask no questions.

He’s telling the truth.

It’s why here’s here, yes.

Plus those dimples, child! Law, he is NOT hard to look at!

I nod. Then blush, because maybe he heard that as well and saw my agreement? Is he also psychic? Crikey. This could get sticky. My shivering increases. “You’re a Spiritualist.”

“We hope to bring people peace,” Pax says quietly. He’s looking at the napkin in his lap, not at me. For some reason, it makes me think he’s telling the truth. Pax is the sort of person who can look you in the eye and tell you a falsehood, but his truths are uttered indirectly.

He continues: “We all have so much grief, and Julia’s Bureau hopes to lift some of that burden. We can have peace, through connection with our beloved dead.”

Oddly, Spirit sends me a waft of—stale cigar smoke? My stomach roils. Why is it cold in here? I attempt to control my shivering, but one does not simply stop shuddering when one is freezing.

“Wouldn’t it be nice to feel less guilt, Stella?”

Yes. That thought is immediate.

No. That thought immediately follows. Guilt is my anchor. I owe it to Daisy to carry it, always.

His leap from grief to guilt—the two intertwine like vines of poison ivy for me. I’m shivering so hard now, my teeth chatter. My skin takes on a bluish hue. I lean back from the table.

“Are you all right?” Pax asks again. I am practically convulsing with cold now. My eyes leap to and fro across this restaurant, and I pray no one sees this. Many idiots still stigmatize seizures as being evil. If I am spotted convulsing in public, I might find myself in a padded cell.

Pax strips off his velvety jacket, then drapes it over my shoulders. It smells like sawdust and pine, though Pax seems neither a craftsman nor an outdoorsman. I inhale his calming scent.

“St-st-steadfast,” my blue lips chatter. “Does that word mean anything to you?”

“Well, Stead. That’s my mentor’s name. Was. William T. Stead. He is the benevolent founder of Julia’s Bureau, and he was a devout Spiritualist. I am recruiting on his behalf.”

At the mention of Stead’s name, an Irish brogue comes to me, loud and clear:

Tell Pax no.

I’ve made a grave error.

This Bureau is a mistake.

There is too much evil nearby.

Pax shifts in his seat, his shirt crisp as paper. “I’m assembling those with the gift of Sight to be a part of his team. William T. Stead—the famous journalist? Surely you’ve heard of him and his untimely demise. He froze to death. Drowned on the Titanic two short weeks ago.”

Froze to death. You don’t say. My every muscle clenches with cold.

Tell Pax:

He can keep the money I gave him.

Do good with it.

But opening the portal between the living and the dead?

I was wrong. It is a mistake.

Exploration of the other world can be fatal.

Crack!

A flash of white light fills my ears, my eyes, my heartbeat, my breath. All is light. And then: warmth. No more convulsing, no more blue skin. Complete and utter peace.

I blink. Slowly the restaurant comes back into view.

The waiter must’ve brought food at some point—a disgusting aspic mold, and it jiggles as Pax taps the card still resting on the table. “I’m carrying on the work of my deceased mentor. We want the most gifted persons in the world to work for this Bureau. We want you. Think of it: Steady pay. Trustworthy, screened clientele. A storefront, so no more moving about from boardinghouse to boardinghouse. No more inviting strangers into your… quarters.” He clears his throat there. “No more knives. Security when facing those crazed zealots.”

He collects himself, swallowing hard. “Protection. I… we… can protect you, Stella.” Those words hang in the air. Protection is an essential part of who Pax is. This pull is intense.

“I don’t need your protection,” I protest, as I always did with Daisy.

And his response is exactly as hers would be: “I know. But I need to protect.”

I cannot do this.

I relay the message Stead sent: “Your mentor—Stead? He says do not open this Bureau. It’s too dangerous. It’s a mistake.”

“No.” His silver eyes darken, turning forest green. “You must be mistaken. This was Stead’s life goal. He had a gift himself—he was an automatic writer. He wanted to pour every bit of his wealth into this endeavor. He found comfort in connecting with the Other Side, and he wanted nothing more than to share that. This Bureau was his whole heart.”

The aspic on the plate before me is sausage and boiled egg and gherkins suspended in a yellowish gelatin mold. It quivers with me. I am exhausted after the ordeal of freezing to death alongside Stead. My stomach roils.

And there he is, in the corner of my vision: The man in the wide-brimmed hat. His presence is cold and metallic; screams accompany him whenever he appears. Bile rises in my throat; I blink him away before the sensation of falling overtakes me. His presence here, now, must mean that this is not the right choice for me.

I shove my chair backward, and it screeches along the wooden floor. Eyes that have never seen much adversity or strife turn to me, some filled with pity, some with disgust. I’d rather feel the disgust.

“Please excuse me,” I whisper. Pax’s forehead crinkles with worry. I run to the powder room, weaving through tables of prim, pristine diners. Tinkling forks and sweet, high music usher me away from Pax.


A Letter from Emma Stead to William Stead, in William’s Own Hand, on Stationery Featuring the Emblem of the RMS Titanic

14 April 1912

My dearest William—

I know you are in eminent danger, but this is a message that must be shared.

When I left you a decade ago, darling, you thought I was gone from you forever. But I was never so near to you as when I had died.

And oh, what a joy that now you hear! What a delight to talk with you, laugh with you, love with you again. Your hand across the paper, my voice in your ear—with your gift of automatic writing, I talk, you inscribe the message. It fills me with love. All of it—all we are—is love. Love, love, love!

This brought you peace, and you wanted to share this message. When you opened your first bureau in London to connect with the dead, I was so proud of you, darling. All the clairvoyants you found and hired, offering so much peace. The London Bureau was a roaring success.

And then you were contacted by the young dead girl—the sweet child Julia. You shared her love with the family Princip, and seeing the peace and joy her brother Pax experienced when you passed her messages along? It gave you the idea: Expand to New York City! The bureau there would be known as Julia’s Bureau, and together with the London office, it would transform the world, would it not?

But you quickly learned: Just as duality exists in the human world—good versus evil—so it exists in the spirit world. There is light, and there is dark. You learned that if you explore the spiritual world, you WILL ENCOUNTER DARK SPIRITS.

And encounter them you did. Oh, I tried to keep the dark spirits at bay. I saw them drawn to your ambition, your wealth. The way their bellies grumbled with deep hunger, the way their greed became an unquenchable thirst. The Dark Ones latched onto your soul, and oh! Your cries of anguish! It nearly tore me in two, watching them terrorize you.

And you. You were never the same. You grew paranoid and angry, lusty and mean.

So the world cannot be transformed in this way, with connections to other realms. You now know that when you open the portal to the Light, the Dark lives there as well.

I implore you not to continue this path. It is dangerous for our souls. If you manage to arrive in New York, you must tell Pax Princip to cease operations immediately. Do NOT open Julia’s Bureau.

JULIA’S BUREAU IS DANGEROUS.

Yours, always, in life and in death,

Your loving wife, Emma
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