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Dedication


As always, this book is for my husband, Alan L. Brown. After twenty-five years, you’re still the one. 









One


A circle of children surround me, their bright faces turned upward, as if eagerly awaiting the cascading lights of a fireworks show. They’re not, of course. The stuffy, proper salon of the Rex would never allow something as gaudy as fireworks to invade its gilded interior. The impromptu magic show I’m performing is probably as garish a display as the ship has ever seen.


“What’s up your sleeve today, miss?” The little boy’s British accent reminds me of Cole, and I smile.


I’d been heading to the upper deck to catch my first glimpse of England when I was waylaid by a mob of beribboned, curly-headed girls and freckle-faced little boys in short pants. It had begun the first day aboard ship, when I’d shown a sobbing child a simple magic trick to help her harried mother. From that moment on, I’d been like the Pied Piper of Hamelin, followed by children wherever I went. They seemed to communicate by some unseen network of signals because they would appear out of nowhere, demanding tricks. I didn’t mind. Performing simple tricks for children is a joy.


The parents adore me only marginally less than their children for keeping their tots so occupied.


“Do another!” demands a little dumpling of a girl, as imperious as Marie Antoinette.


I hesitate, wanting nothing more than to reach the deck of the ship so I can look out toward the land where Cole will be waiting. Racking my brain for something that will appease them, I feel around in the pocket of my winter coat until I locate a rubber hair band. I widen my eyes at them theatrically. “Would you like to see a hair band jump?”


The children clamor their assent and I kneel to their level while their parents look on indulgently.


“Watch carefully,” I instruct.


I slide the band around the base of my pinky and ring fingers. With my other hand, I insert the tips of my pinky, ring, index, and middle fingers into it as well, until all four fingers on the first hand are resting inside . . . from the children’s vantage point it looks exactly the same. When I straighten my fingers, the band appears to jump from the last two fingers to the first two.


They clap, delighted, and my heart warms as I perform the trick several more times. I show them how it’s done and bid them to go practice so they can amaze their friends back home. The children disperse as they run to their parents, begging for hair bands, and I slip away, pleased by the success of my diversionary tactics.


Once on deck, a shiver runs through me, as much from anticipation as from the cold. For the last six days, I’ve been stuck aboard this aging though still beautiful ocean liner, battling an onslaught of emotions as bright and varied as circus juggling pins. The steady rumble and throb of the ship’s steam engines is louder on deck and the sound of the crew working behind me adds to my exhilaration.


The RMS Rex had once been considered equaled in beauty only by the Titanic, whose sinking I’d foreseen in a vision, days before it actually happened . . . not a memory that makes for particularly restful nights aboard ship. And exhaustion hasn’t helped the nerves that have plagued me for the past week.


Brimming with exhilaration and anxiety, I bounce from foot to foot as I spot the bleak British shoreline. It’s been two months since Cole and I have seen one another. Two months since I’ve felt the physical connection that draws us to each other whenever we’re in close proximity.


And two months since I’d felt the telepathic link that we have together as fellow psychics, or Sensitives, as he calls us.


We’d exchanged letters, of course, sometimes two a week, and I imagined them passing one another, quite literally, as two ships that pass in the night. But it’s hard to keep a strong bond that way and at times it felt as if our connection had grown as thin as the paper we wrote on. Cole has a difficult enough time expressing his feelings in person, let alone writing them down. There were times his rather stilted language made me feel as if I were his favorite sister instead of the girl he loved and had kissed breathless on more than one occasion. I need to look into his dark eyes and fall into their velvety warmth. I need to feel the psychic link that makes Cole different from anyone else.


The cold January wind gusts off the ocean and I’m coated with a fine spray of icy salt water. Only a few passengers have braved the frigid weather to look for the the entrance to the River Thames. Maybe like me, they’re novices at luxurious ocean travel and don’t want to miss a single experience. This isn’t my first crossing, but considering the fact that the last time I was traveling in my mother’s womb, everything is new to me.


I draw a deep breath of the frigid, salty air into my lungs, shoring up my resolve. Cole isn’t the only thing waiting for me in England. I’m starting a whole new life, one away from my mother and her husband, Jacques. A life where I’ll be performing my magic onstage in some of the most famous theaters in Europe. I pray that my new boss, Louie Larkin, a man famous for having a nose for talent, will like me.


A young man joins me at the rail. I give him a curious glance, my attention caught by the trilby hat set at a jaunty angle on his head. He turns and my breath catches. I’m only a few feet away from the most handsome man I have ever seen. He looks to be in his early twenties, with eyes so blue they could make the sky jealous. The slow smile he bestows on me lights up his face.


“It’s quite a sight, isn’t it?” he says in a western drawl as leisurely as his smile.


My mouth shuts with a snap and I nod, unable to speak. Then I nearly jump out of my skin as the ship’s horn blows a one-hour warning until landing. His eyes crinkle with amusement. “Excuse me,” I mumble, and flee, the iciness of my cheeks melting from the heat of humiliation.


When will I stop being so awkward around handsome young men? I wonder as I hurry to my cabin. My first meeting with Cole had been equally uncomfortable, only worse because I had never encountered another Sensitive before. The invisible charge that occurred when we shook hands was alarming, to say the least. Of course, as someone who’d mostly been raised on vaudeville circuits, boys as handsome as Cole and the stranger on deck are a rarity for me. Growing up, most of the men I knew well were considered circus freaks or oddities by normal folks. No wonder I’m so clumsy.


I finish packing my things and the porters soon come by to take my luggage. I fret as they wheel away the gleaming wooden trunk with the curved top that nearly reaches my waist. It’s the one I keep my magic props in and a million times more important than the one containing my clothes. I’m sure I could find decent props in London, but it would take too much time and I already have much to do before formal rehearsals start. Deep in the ship’s belly, the levitation table and the iron maiden that Mr. Darby, my dear old neighbor, had made just for me will be taken directly to the theater.


I pull my cloche further down on my head and wrap a scarf around my neck. I hate meeting Cole looking like an Eskimo, but better an Eskimo than an ice block. I gather up my beaded handbag and a small satchel, and then, taking a deep breath, follow the rest of the passengers to the lower deck where we’ll be disembarking.


I tiptoe and squint, trying to spot Cole in the crowd of wildly waving people below the ship, but all I can see are a sea of black bowlers dotted by the occasional bright cloche. Even though I don’t see him, my heart speeds up, knowing he’s there. I had paid extra attention to my appearance that morning, using more than my usual amount of face powder, rouge, and kohl. I bite my lip and wonder if he will greet me with a kiss or if he’ll retreat into reserved shyness as he often does when his emotions get the better of him.


My breath hitches. I hope he kisses me.


It takes the better part of an hour for the sailors to finish mooring the Rex, and my toes and cheeks are numb by the time they’re done. Seasoned travelers, having waited for this moment in the warmth of the salon, join us as we make our long, slow way toward the gangway.


I finally step down onto solid ground and the world tilts just a bit. A sailor reaches out to catch my arm. “Easy now,” he says.


I smile absently, my eyes scanning the crowds waiting to receive us. Wisps of fog settle in, obscuring my view, and I follow the rest of the throng, hoping Cole will be able to find me. London is overwhelming in a way New York never was, and I’m not sure why. It’s not as if they don’t speak English, and yet all around me I hear a hodgepodge of languages, of which English is only one. Cranes tower overhead, waiting to unload the ship’s cargo, and the scent of tar, salt, and fish is heavy in the air. I stop, unsure of which way to go. Suddenly someone is by my side.


“If you’re looking for your party, miss, they may be waiting for you near the entrance of the quay.”


I turn and find myself staring into the blue, blue eyes of the young man I so stupidly ran from earlier. I clear my throat. “I’m not sure where that is,” I say, hoping to redeem myself and show him that I’m not entirely ridiculous. “This is my first time in London.”


He gives me another slow smile. “Mine, too. I asked someone where to get a taxicab and he told me how to get to the street. It’s right this way.” He points with his head, as both of his hands are holding cases.


He navigates the crowd as I fall in behind him. It strikes me that I probably shouldn’t be following a total stranger in such a foreign place, but there’s something about his open face that invites trust. I’m just about to see if I can feel his emotions, one of my psychic abilities, when I hear my name.


“Anna!”


I stop and my savior is swallowed up instantly in the crowd, but I forget that as I am suddenly enveloped in a warm hug that thrills me to the tips of my toes. Cole!


He holds me close for a moment and so many impressions flood my senses I can barely stand upright: the scratchiness of his wool overcoat against my cheek, the sound of my own heart beating in my ears, the warmth and depth of his love, and the excitement of his emotions as our unique psychic link is made. For years I thought I was alone in my abilities and at times I thought they would drive me mad. Then I met Cole and something fundamental inside me shifted.


I was no longer alone.


Now he’s here. His head is bent close to mine and I lift my face to stare into his dark, licorice-colored eyes. They glow at me with that special light they sometimes get, and I tilt my head back, sure he’s going to kiss me. Instead, he pulls back to look at me. My heart dips in disappointment even though I know he has never liked being overtly affectionate in public.


“I thought I would never find you in this crowd,” he says.


I remember the man who had tried to help me and look around to thank him, but he’s nowhere to be found. Then I have eyes for no one but Cole. I had forgotten how tall he is and how the intelligent planes of his face give him the look of a distinguished professor to match his accent.


“London is so big!”


“No bigger than New York,” he teases, and my happiness bubbles over like a glass of New Year’s Eve champagne. Cole turns to a young Indian man who stepped up next to him. The man is dressed in a suit and overcoat like Cole, but instead of sporting a bowler, there’s a white turban clipped together in the front with a gold pin. I look from him to Cole, confused.


“Anna, I would like you to meet Pratik Dahrma, a friend of mine. Pratik, this is my—” he hesitates only for a moment “—girl, Anna Van Housen. I’ve told you about her.”


The young Indian man gives a shy smile, showing teeth as glistening white as the turban on his head. “You have mentioned her much more than a time or two, my friend.” Pratik bows to me. “He has spoken of little else for the past week.”


Red stains Cole’s cheeks and warmth spreads over me. “It’s nice to meet you.” I hold my hand out, but Pratik just looks at it blankly before comprehension dawns and he awkwardly reaches out to shake it.


I feel it the moment our hands touch—that electric sensation I felt when I first met Cole. We both release our hands in a hurry, and I glance at Cole, my breath quickening. He nods, confirming what I already knew. Pratik is a Sensitive.


Pratik appears less than surprised, so obviously he knows about me. I’m not sure how I feel about Cole telling a total stranger a secret I’ve guarded so protectively my entire life. It feels just as odd as him bringing someone else to our reunion. What was he thinking?


He must sense my disappointment because he takes my satchel and tucks his arm into mine. “Pratik and I had a meeting this morning. He still gets lost in the city, so I told him I would drop him off at his flat. I did clarify that we needed to come here first. Nothing could make me late to meet you.”


I perceive the apology in his voice and in the connection running between us. In my head, I always envision it as a silver cord joining us and transmitting our emotions. Cole’s abilities are different from mine—his are limited to detecting the presence of other Sensitives and making their abilities stronger. But those differences don’t seem to affect our ability to communicate on a deeper level than just words. It’s one of the reasons why our relationship is so infinitely precious to me. I give him a reassuring nod. “Of course, I’m eager to meet your friends.”


We begin walking away from the ship and I look across him at Pratik. “Are you new to London, too, Mr. Dahrma?”


“Please call me Pratik,” he says. “And, yes. I have only been here in the city for a short time. Mr. Gamel found me in Bombay.”


He says it like I should know who Mr. Gamel is. I look at Cole, perplexed.


“She doesn’t know anyone in the Society yet,” he tells Pratik.


Pratik tilts his head in apology. “I am sorry. Cole has spoken of you so often, I forget that there is much you do not know. You will like Mr. Gamel. He is a strange man but a good one.”


“Mr. Gamel is the new board president,” Cole says, his voice suddenly tight. “Pratik has a far more charitable view of him than I do.”


“You would too, if he saved you as he saved me,” Pratik says simply.


I wonder what he means as we hurry off to claim my trunks. By the time we pack everything up, the moment to ask Pratik about it has passed and before long we’re riding in Cole’s luxurious motorcar. Being pressed so close to Cole’s side leaves me breathless with that buttery warmth his nearness always generates. It seems odd to be feeling this way with a complete stranger by my side, and an uncomfortable silence falls over us.


“I think you will like the Society, Anna,” Pratik says. “Everyone has been good to me.”


For the first time, I notice hesitation in his manner and I get a strong sense of vulnerability emanating from him. This is a young man who has been deeply hurt by someone or something. As someone who is also distrustful of strangers, that feeling puts me at ease.


“I hope so. I’m a little nervous, actually,” I tell him.


“It is always good to be cautious. Even now that I have been a member for several months, I am still wary. But then that is my nature. It is your nature too, isn’t it?”


Though his words are a question, the look in his eyes is certain, and I wonder suddenly exactly what his abilities are. For all I know, he could be reading my mind as we speak.


I lower my eyes for a moment and then nod. I get the feeling that this man values honesty and transparency above all else. “My mother and I were involved in activities that were less than legitimate. Caution was always valued.”


He nods. “I grew up on the streets of Bombay. My parents left me at the door of an orphanage when I was three. I hated it there and ran away. It was so overcrowded no one bothered to look. I stole for my supper, so being mistrustful was a way of life.”


He relates these facts in the calmest voice imaginable, and my heart goes out to him. “You seem very forthright now,” I tell him.


He gives me a slight smile. “Because I know you are someone I can trust,” he says simply. “Mr. Gamel is teaching me how to control my abilities.”


We pull up and park in front of a brick building before I can ask him what those abilities are.


Pratik opens the door to the motorcar and climbs out.


“It was very nice to meet you, Anna. I will see you at the Society.” He bows his head and, after a little wave, disappears into the building.


“He seems very sad,” I murmur, watching him go.


“He is, but he’s getting better. Mr. Gamel found him in an asylum in Bombay. Can you imagine having your abilities and being completely alone?”


I turn back to Cole, whose dark eyes are pensive. My mother couldn’t nurture a houseplant, but at least she didn’t abandon me at an orphanage. “What are his abilities?”


Cole shakes his head. “It’s hard to explain. He can see the essence or spirit of different people. That’s about as close as I can come to understanding it. But not everyone’s and not all the time. He says they’re like colored smoke or fog around people’s heads. The different colors of smoke mean different things.”


I frown. “And I thought my abilities were odd.”


Cole laughs. “Enough about Pratik. Come here.” His arm snakes around me and pulls me close. “I have been waiting for this since the moment I saw you,” he whispers. Then his mouth comes down on mine and I can hardly think or breathe because my heart is so very full of Cole. As the kiss deepens and my lips part, our psychic connection is so open and clear, it’s as if we are sharing the same soul. It’s like melting into ribbons of chocolate—decadent, lovely, and infinitely sweet. He breaks away and chuckles. “I cannot believe how much I missed you.”


I sit back and smile as he pulls away from the curb. I forgive him for bringing someone to our reunion and for not kissing me the moment he saw me. And as I remember how very far I’ve come from cheating people out of money at my mother’s command and worrying about where our next meal was going to come from, I feel as if I’m about to burst. I’m in London with Cole and will soon be performing my magic onstage.


It is an absolutely perfect moment.


And the perfect moments continue. After settling me in the shabby hotel that will be my home while in the city, Cole and I spend the rest of the afternoon driving around London so I can get acclimated. I gape out my window as we pass iconic sights such as Buckingham Palace, Westminster Abbey, and Big Ben.


“Aren’t we going to stop anywhere?” I ask, my nose pressed to the glass.


“Too many tourists,” Cole sniffs.


I slap him playfully on the arm. “I am a tourist!”


“Another time. I want to show you something special.” He grins at me.


The streets are packed with both people and motorcars, and it’s odd to see Cole driving so confidently through the chaos. Though he’s always been self-assured, there had been something tentative about the way he approached New York and you never forgot he was living in a foreign city. Here in London, a city that feels so alien to me, he’s more comfortable than I’ve ever seen him. He’s at home and I’m the stranger.


The thought unsettles me and I fall silent until Cole parks on a small cobbled street that seems as remote from big city London as a medieval village. “Where are we?” I ask as he opens my door.


“Wanstead. It’s still in London, but on the River Roding. We’re on Nightingale Lane, to be precise.”


That tells me little, but I love the name. “Nightingale Lane,” I murmur, relishing the sound. Would New York have a little street tucked away that looks as if it were straight out of Shakespeare? I wouldn’t think so. The thin winter sun is lowering on the horizon, casting a chilly, enchanted air over the gables and leaded windows predominant in this ancient neighborhood. I follow Cole across uneven cobblestones into a building on the corner. A wooden sign hanging over the door reads Mob’s Hole in fancy script.


I suck in a delighted breath as my eyes adjust to the dim interior. We’re in a large and spacious pub with heavy wooden tables and low, dark timbers on the ceiling. An enormous stone fireplace in one corner looks as if it were made for large cast-iron pots of simmering stew, while I imagine the long bar against the opposite wall has seen thousands of pints slide across its age-polished top. The gleaming wood stairs to the left of the front door even have dips in the middle of each tread from the countless steps of countless weary travelers. The scents of age, grease, and burning wood lie as heavy in the room as the smoke curling off the pipes of the old men playing chess in the corner.


“It’s not much,” Cole says as we take a seat near the crackling fire, “but they have the best chips in London.”


I detect the concern in his voice. “It’s wonderful,” I assure him.


He gives me a relieved smile. “I love this place. I was worried that maybe you would have rather gone to some fancy club to dance or something.”


I shake my head. “This is perfect. I’d rather you showed me places that are important to you.”


Cole looks down, tracing a knot on the table with his fingers. “It’s been so long since I’ve seen you. I planned to bring you here, but when I saw you standing on the dock, looking so lovely and American modern, I started doubting myself.”


Tenderness fills my heart. Why had I been so worried? Cole’s reserve is how he masks his painful shyness around most women. Only with me does he let down his guard. I reach out and touch his fingers.


He looks up and his sudden smile softens the dignified planes of his face. “I’m so happy you’re here,” he says softly before the waitress reaches our table.


He says it again before kissing me good night outside my hotel. I nod in assent, but as I make my way up to my room I realize that happy doesn’t even come close to describing how I feel.


Blissful. I feel blissful.









Two


The next morning, I walk into the dilapidated theater that will be the troupe’s home base for the next several months. It’s small and, if the number of days it’s available for rehearsal is any indication, only marginally successful, which makes it perfect for our needs. We can store our props here even when we’re not using it.


The floors of the theater are its original wood and have long lost their luster. They squeak as I tiptoe down the aisle and sit on one of the stained brown seats. A dozen or so people are gathered in knots in front of the stage, no doubt introducing themselves, though if the level of camaraderie is any indication, many of them already know one another.


I feel awkward joining them—most of them are older and have more experience than I do. I’d received a list of participating acts when I signed my contract, and I study the people before me, wondering who is in which act. Some of them are easy. . . . I’ve seen pictures of Jeanne Hart, the redheaded songstress. She’s our headliner and well regarded worldwide. I guess that the three men with similar features are the Woodruff brothers, who are both classical musicians and blackface performers. I’m not sure who the rest are, but I know I’ll have them sorted out before too long. We’ll be spending a lot of time together the next couple of months. I’m so engrossed in watching the others that I don’t notice that someone is next to me until he sits down. I startle and look up into the familiar deep cerulean blue of the most amazing eyes I have ever seen. It’s the man from the ship.


I look around, wildly wondering if he followed me and if someone would help if he were to accost me.


He holds out his hand. “I thought you looked familiar when I saw you on the ship. I was going to say something but I didn’t get a chance and then you were busy with your friends. My name is Bronco Billy. I do rope tricks.”


I shake his hand uncertainly and blush, remembering my hasty retreat yesterday on deck. Then I frown. “You said I looked familiar? Have we met?”


He shook his head. “No, but I saw you and your mom perform once. Your levitation trick brought the house down.”


He went to that show?


I’d only performed the trick once, the night I stole the show away from my mother. A shiver crawls up my back, remembering the horrible experience that occurred afterward.


What are the odds that he would have been to that show? “I’m glad you enjoyed it,” I told him. I swallow and try to think of something to say. Bronco Billy is probably the handsomest man I have ever met and as much time as I spent out west, I’ve never seen a cowboy like him before. His hair is the color of sunshine, which makes the unearthly blue of his eyes even more intense. His nose is straight, his chin and jaw are strong and manly, and his lips are full. He speaks with a light drawl that, when combined with the open friendliness of his face, makes him seem even more trustworthy. I sense nothing from him but sociable curiosity.


His eyes crinkle up at the corners and I stare, my heart skipping wildly in my chest. I swallow. My heart shouldn’t be behaving this way for anyone but Cole. Of course, any heart might be confused when faced with such male beauty.


“I did enjoy it,” he says. “You were pretty as a picture and twice as talented.”


“Talented as a picture?” I ask.


He laughs. “You know what I meant. How do you like London?”


My eyes narrow. “Hey! Where did your drawl go?”


He grins and his cheeks redden a bit. “I have a confession: I’m not really a cowboy. I only use the drawl during my act or when I’m nervous. I was actually raised in Philadelphia.”


Part of me wants to ask why he was nervous about sitting next to me, but I’m more curious about how he developed a cowboy act in Philadelphia. “How did you become a cowboy?” I ask.


“Like I said, I was raised in the city, but I used to devour all those penny books about the West. All I wanted in the world was to be a cowboy. I was the only kid in school who carried a lariat everywhere he went. Of course, by the time I was old enough to run away west, the need for cowboys was drastically reduced. I worked on a couple of ranches, but the pay was poor, the living conditions abysmal, and the work was boring, so I used to do rope and gun tricks to entertain the other fellows.”


I want to ask him more, but just then Louie, the show director, spots us and hurries over to where we’re sitting. “Billy, can you help the Woodruffs move some props backstage?”


With a tip of his cowboy hat, Billy ambles off, his boots scuffing along the floor.


Louie resembles a penguin with his short, stubby body and his short, stubby hands tucked into his lapels. An unlit cigar is attached permanently to his lips and he chews on it constantly. I’ve met him several times in New York, but I’ve never seen him actually light it—I wonder if it’s the same one or if he trades them out on occasion.


I stand, bracing myself, and he gives me an exuberant hug. Though I have a natural distrust of managers, it’s hard not to respond to Louie Larkin’s larger-than-life persona.


“How you doing, doll? You all right? You ready for the dummy runs?”


Louie speaks rapidly in a show-business lingo that would confuse a normal person. Luckily, with years of experience, I’m not a normal person and know he’s asking if I’m ready for a series of rehearsals before we begin playing in front of an audience.


Before I can answer, he continues. “I’m moving you up on the bill, Anna Banana. How do you like them apples? We’ve had a cancellation on the tour. Mama Belinsky of the Belinsky family acrobatic ensemble is having another baby. Who’d have thought it?” He asks the question as if genuinely outraged and then continues without waiting for an answer. “I’m putting you third from the top with only the Woodruffs and Jeanne above you. I’ve only seen your act once, but I have a feeling you’re gonna be a little moneymaker, a real show stealer.” He looks up. “Russell! Hold up.”


He pats my arm and leaves me blinking, having said his piece.


I’m being moved up on the bill already? I clasp my hands together tightly to keep from clapping and jumping up and down like a child. He must really think I have potential to move me up this quickly. He hasn’t even seen me perform in front of a live audience!


I sit back down as everyone prepares for the meeting, marveling at my good fortune. After being raised on the road and never knowing if we were going to be flush or broke at any given moment or if my mother was going to be taken to jail for our fake séances, this kind of success is hard to relate to.


Performing magic has always been my salvation. No matter what’s happening in my real life, the moment I step out onstage everything falls away except the connection between me and the audience. Even when I performed with my mother, I looked forward to the moment when I could entertain and awe the people watching me. There’s nothing like it on earth. Now that I have my own act, I’ll be able to stretch myself as a magician and performer, trying illusions my mother would never allow for fear of being upstaged.


Bronco Billy saunters back out from behind the curtain and resumes his seat next to me. Filled with happiness, I give him and everyone else a brilliant smile. He stares a moment and then smiles back.


The happiness stays with me all morning and by the time Cole comes to the hotel to collect me for our afternoon together, I’m downright giddy. The only fly in my ointment is our appointment to meet with the board members of the Society for Psychical Research for tea, but I’ve been firmly pushing that out of my mind all morning.


It’s overcast but not raining, so we decide to walk. The tickling in my toes almost sends me tap-dancing across the cobbled streets and sidewalks, but Cole’s steadying hand on my elbow keeps me to a ladylike pace, though my attempt at modesty is somewhat marred by the excited swivel of my head as we reach Shaftsbury Avenue and pass theater after theater.


If the troupe is a hit in other major European cities, I just might be performing my magic in one of these beautiful, ancient theaters. Theaters so old that they make anything we have to offer in the States look gauche.


Of course, the old theater we’re currently practicing in is a long way from Leicester Square and the Strand. Not so much in geography—we’ve only been walking for about twenty minutes—but in glitz and shine, it’s like comparing the great Houdini to his lesser known brother, the just-all-right Hardeen.


Or would that be my just-all-right uncle Hardeen? I reflect for a moment on my complex relationship with Harry Houdini, who is either my father or my mentor and the man who gave me this incredible opportunity. My mother says he’s my father, but I learned early to suspect every word that comes out of her exquisitely painted bow-shaped mouth. On the other hand, he’s taken a greater than normal interest in my career and if my instincts are right, the great Houdini is as much of a psychic as I am, which means I may have gotten my Sensitivity from him.


Unable to contain myself, I skip a bit as I walk: The thrill of having an entire ocean between my mother and me is liberating. Of course, when Mother sails to France next month with Jacques, she’ll only be a hop, skip, and a boat from me, but I have weeks before I have to worry about that.


Cole smiles down at my exuberance, his rich eyes filled with warmth. My heart joins my feet in its tap dance. Having Cole by my side is like cotton candy clouds of almost perfect happiness surrounding everything I do.


“I take it you’re not nervous,” he says.


“About what?” For a moment I’m confused, but then his words sink in like a dart, bursting my happy bubble. My psychic abilities, the same ones I’ve spent a lifetime hiding from my ambitious mother so she wouldn’t turn me into a circus sideshow, the same ones that almost got my mother and me killed, are going be trotted out and examined by total strangers this afternoon. “Well, I wasn’t until you brought it up.”


My steps slow. This is what I want, I remind myself. Those members of the Society with psychical talents, other Sensitives like Cole and me, can help teach me how to control my abilities.


It’s the other members—the scientists who study them—who worry me.


We stop altogether and I stare at our reflection in a shop window. I adjust the belt of my wraparound coat against the wind blowing off the Thames. The top of my cherry-red cloche barely comes up to Cole’s shoulder and his bowler hat gives him even more inches over me. I stand on my tiptoes and he laughs.


“You shouldn’t worry so much. No one is going to make you do anything you don’t want to do. Not while I’m around.” He slips an arm about my shoulders and I nestle closer, basking in the safety and warmth he gives me. As always, an almost electrical current flows between us, like a flexible silver line connecting us.


I smile back at him, trying to banish my worry. We’re like a perfect, harmonic match.


“I want you to meet someone,” Cole said suddenly, interrupting my thoughts. “I think she’ll be able to alleviate your concern about the Society. Or at least give you the information you’ll need to know.”


She?


My mind flicks back to the letter with the curlicue handwriting I’d pickpocketed several months before. Not one of my finer moments, but even though it hadn’t been a love letter, it had still been written by a female. The mysterious “L.”


“Who?” My voice comes out more surly than I’d intended.


“Her name is Leandra. I’ve known her for ages. I think you’ll like her.”


Reluctantly, I follow along, feeling ill at ease and not at all sure I want to meet Leandra, who he’s known for ages. We take the subway, or what Londoners call the tube, to Camden Town and walk about four blocks to a small brick house in a row of small brick houses. I’ve been silent most of the way here, and even though he must know I’m cross, he refuses to ask why. Or perhaps he simply hasn’t noticed. My jealousy feels more and more childish as time passes.


“I hope she knows we’re coming,” I say, breaking the silence. I may not know a lot about British etiquette, but I do know that impromptu visits are frowned upon.


“Oh, she’s probably been expecting us from the moment you arrived.” Cole breezes through a small iron gate and up the steps. I follow halfheartedly. By the time I reach him he’s already rung the bell.


A gray-haired woman takes our coats and ushers us down a narrow hallway. Then we make a quick right into a sun-soaked sitting room. I blink at the girl sitting on the couch. Her golden head is bent over an embroidery hoop and even from here I can see a line of concentration between her eyes. Then she looks up, and she’s so pretty and fresh, my heart sinks. Her dress is cornflower blue with a crisp white collar and her bobbed hair falls in soft waves to her jawline. It’s only when she rises from the sofa with her hand outstretched that I realize she’s several years older than Cole and I.


“I’m so glad to finally meet you! I’ve been looking forward to this.”


I take her hand and feel an immediate reaction. Not as intense as the electricity I feel with Cole but rather a tingling warmth like I’d felt with Pratik. She’s a Sensitive, I think with some surprise. Then I chastise myself for my stupidity. Of course she is. Cole said she would alleviate my concerns over meeting the Society’s board members. I’m not sure I’ll ever get over the novelty of meeting other people with psychic abilities.


“Nice to meet you,” I murmur. “I’m Anna Van Housen.”


“Leandra. Leandra Wright. Please sit down.” She turns to Cole and gives him hug, which, to my surprise, he returns warmly. What happened to his shyness around women?


She tilts her face up, a lovely smile curving her lips. “What have you been doing with yourself? It’s been a week since I’ve seen you! The boys are going to be livid at missing you, but they spend all day in school now. I miss them dreadfully.”


Leandra’s lilting English accent and gay mannerisms definitely belong to the curlicue penmanship, and from the look of adoration on her face it seems as if she holds Cole in very high regard indeed.


She turns away from him and snatches up my hand. I follow her to the sofa. Through her touch I feel her excitement and curiosity over meeting me, but there’s also something else, a block of some kind. I frown, puzzled. The only blocks I have ever felt are intended to hide emotions from me. I can feel Leandra’s emotions with no problem.


What is she blocking, then?


She drops my hand as we sit and faces me, her clear green eyes surveying me with interest.


“Anna was exhausted last night,” Cole says. “I drove her around London for a bit and then we got a bite to eat.”


I frown. Why didn’t he tell her that he wanted to take me someplace special for our first night together in months?


“Did you take her to Mob’s Hole?” She turns to me. “I love it there. We used to go all the time before I had the boys. Aren’t the chips divine?”


Disappointment tightens my throat. For some reason I thought Mob’s Hole was a special place Cole wanted to share just with me. The thought of him tucked away in the corner of that cozy old place with Leandra hurts. Of course, I knew he had friends; London is his home, after all. But did she have to be so pretty and vivacious? I murmur that the chips were indeed divine.


If she notices my reserve, she gives no sign but continues on as if afraid to stop talking. “Cole tells me you’re a magician! How utterly marvelous. When shall you perform? I would love to attend. Oh, wait. Can you stay for tea? We might as well get that started if you can.”


“Actually that’s why we came by,” Cole says, sitting forward. “Anna is meeting some of the board members for tea this afternoon and is a bit apprehensive.”


Leandra’s mouth flattens. “I knew she was a smart girl.”


“Leandra!” Cole exclaims. “You’re supposed to help, not hinder.”


She shakes her head. “It’s rather a mess right now. The only reason I’m still involved is to help new Sensitives, though that is getting more and more difficult under the rules of the new board president.” She turns to me. “Sensitives are not allowed to vote on Society policy. Some of the scientists believe we shouldn’t be trained to control our abilities. They want to put us all in a lab.”


“Oh, you’re exaggerating. Not all of them. Some are pretty decent chaps.” He waves a hand at Leandra. “I know, I know. There are some pretty deep divisions within the Society. But I still think we do more good than ill and we need to keep pushing for equal say in policy.”


“Maybe,” Leandra concedes. “But it’s difficult to be nice to anyone with all the new rules.”


I clear my throat. “That’s the second time you’ve mentioned that. What kind of rules?” Somehow I am not reassured.


“New recruits aren’t being trained right away. That’s a concession to the scientists who believe that any kind of training will skew the results of their precious tests. Now, with young Sensitives such as yourself, it doesn’t matter so much. But many older Sensitives are in pretty poor mental shape. They have no idea what is going on and feel completely alone. Or they try to tell someone about their experiences and end up in asylums. Can you imagine hearing other people’s thoughts all the time and not being able to turn it off?” Leandra shudders. “Plus, interaction between the Sensitives is being highly discouraged.”


“What?” Cole’s eyebrows rise in alarm. “Our strength lies in sharing our knowledge.”


“They don’t want our knowledge shared, and they definitely don’t want us strong,” Leandra says flatly. “They proved that when they elected Darius Gamel to serve as president.”


“I don’t like Darius Gamel any more than you do, but he did make a break with Dr. Boyle before they kicked him out of the Society. They were never shown to have any connection other than simple friendship.”


I startle at the name, a shiver going down my spine. Dr. Franklin Boyle is the reason my mother was kidnapped and I almost drowned in the Hudson River. The new president of the board is a friend of his?


Cole gives me a quick sympathetic glance and I glare. He wants me to meet these people?


“Isn’t that enough?” Leandra snaps, then, as if sensing my mood, she reaches out and takes my hand. “I don’t mean to scare you. I’m just angry. The organization does have a worthy intent—it’s just gotten a bit sidetracked.”


Like before, her emotions are clear and open and I sense only concern. Everything she says is truth, but then, as if a dam has broken, I feel a roar of anger washing over me like a storm surge.


She’s not just angry, she’s furious.


Leandra snatches her hand away and looks abashed. “Cole hasn’t told me about your abilities, but I take it mind reading is one of them? That’s what that felt like, anyway.”


It feels strange to talk openly about my gifts. I’ve kept them hidden for so long, the sudden exposure is disturbing. “Actually, no. I can’t read minds. I sense emotions.”


“Oh,” Leandra says softly. For a moment her forehead wrinkles and her eyes look brooding. Then she brightens. “I bet that comes in very handy. I’ve never heard of anyone else with that ability. And the board members won’t be expecting that one at all. You would be able to get a good read on everyone.”


“You’re not asking her to spy?” Cole asks, his voice incredulous.


“Oh, don’t be such a goody-goody,” Leandra says, and I hide a smile. “I didn’t mean that exactly, only that it would be useful. You don’t know how much things have changed. You’ve been gone for months.”


She turns back to me. “It’s completely up to you, my dear. If you get any impressions and wish to share them, Harrison and I would be most appreciative. Harrison is my husband and a detective with Scotland Yard.”


Her voice is proud, and I glance at Cole. “Is that where you got the idea of being a detective?”


“Harrison is quite the fellow,” Cole admits. “I’d be proud to be like him.”


Does he want to be like him because Harrison is a wonderful guy or because Cole is trying to win Leandra’s approval?


Leandra flushes with pleasure at the compliment to her husband, and I’m suddenly ashamed of my jealous thoughts. What’s wrong with me? She’s obviously devoted to her family.


She turns to me. “What are your other abilities, if you don’t mind my asking?”


I try not to mind but I do. It still feels so personal. “Why don’t you tell me what yours are?” I counter.


Leandra flashes a wry grin. “Touché. I dream.”


I blink. “Excuse me?”


Her lips curl upward, but I sense the shadows behind the smile. “I dream other people’s dreams. Or nightmares.”


I sit back, flabbergasted. What would that be like? Seeing visions of the future is bad enough, but to see the nightmares of others? “That must be awful,” I manage.


She shrugs. “I’m used to it.”


Cole stands. “I hate to cut this short, but we need to be at Claridge’s by four.”


Leandra walks us to the door and this time I don’t even have to touch her to feel her worry.


“Well, good luck. I’m sure it’s going to be fine.” Her voice is comforting, but I’m not in the least comforted.


What if I’m making the biggest mistake of my life?


  


I stop Cole just outside the hotel, my heart pounding. “What are they going to want to know about me? How much do I have to tell them?” Talking about my life has never been easy. What if they ask who my father is?


Cole squeezes my hand, understanding my reticence. “Don’t be so worried. You don’t have to tell them anything you don’t want to. Sensitives are secretive people. Like you, they’ve learned there are things it isn’t wise to talk about. Besides, the board members aren’t really that interested in you or your background, just your abilities.”


I swallow. “Somehow I don’t find that reassuring,” I tell him as he holds the door open for me.


Claridge’s is prim, privileged, and pompous enough to make my tacky American self squirm in discomfort. Cole told me the owners just refurbished it, but somehow it looks as if it’s been exactly the same for the past one hundred years. Perhaps it’s the dignified, stiffly starched maître d’ who welcomes us, or the matching waiters serving tea to the dozens of well-heeled patrons sitting at tiny tables. The creamy plaster ceiling with its swirls and whorls is a work of art designed to intimidate, and the high arches and columns surrounding the room are awe inspiring. Everything serves to remind me that I’m a long, long way from New York, where most restaurants are designed to entertain as well as feed. I’m so daunted I almost forget to worry about meeting the board members.


Almost.


I feel the men’s eyes upon me as I approach the table on the heels of a waiter so disapproving he could be my mother in disguise. Why are there are only two board members? One, a large redheaded man, I quickly measure as friendly. It’s the other who sends a shiver of apprehension up my spine. His eyes are small and dark, like raisins that have sat in the sun too long, and his mouth is a thin flat line. The anxiety whirling in my stomach grows as I realize they sat Cole and me at opposite ends of the white linen-covered table.


Neither of the board members offers to shake my hand as we’re introduced, and I’m frustrated by my inability to get a read on what they’re feeling. Though Cole taught me how to sense people’s feelings without touching them, my control is still erratic and it is difficult to do with more than one person anyway. Is their reluctance to shake my hand intentional or just some odd British custom? I sit, feeling terribly underdressed in my simple yellow sheath. I wanted to wear something sunny to combat the gloomy London winter, but sitting among the other patrons all dressed in dark dignified colors, I feel as conspicuous as a canary among ravens.


“Thank you so much for meeting with us, Miss Van Housen,” the man with the raisin eyes says.


I redden. I had been so intimidated that I’d glossed right over the introductions and have no idea which board member is which. “Thank you,” I say. “I’m sorry, I’m hopeless with names?” I raise my voice at the end, hoping he will get the hint and he does, reintroducing everyone. This time I listen carefully.


“This is Julian Casperson,” he says, smoothly indicating the other man. “I am Darius Gamel, president of the board. My apologies for having such a small contingent to welcome you. Julian is a researcher as well as a board member and the two of us are the only ones employed by the Society full-time. The other board members and researchers had previous engagements.”


I smile, shooting him a look from under my lashes. Somehow I had envisioned Dr. Franklin Boyle’s friend having the same charm as he did, but whereas Dr. Boyle looked like an English squire, Mr. Gamel, with his pale skin and long face, looks more like a cadaver.


The image brings to mind Walter, the only dead person I’ve ever met. My mother and I had been doing fake séances for years, but all that changed when Cole attended one—because of his heightening effect on my abilities, the séance became very, very real. I was possessed by a young soldier who had been in the Great War. Walter had died of dysentery, yet he looked healthier than Mr. Gamel.


I bite my lower lip and bring my focus back to the conversation. My nerves are getting the better of me. I shoot a worried glance at Cole, but he’s looking at Mr. Casperson as if trying to figure something out. I try to put out a strand, or ribbon, as Cole had instructed when teaching me how to feel someone’s emotions without touching them, but I can’t concentrate.


The waiter standing to the right of our table suddenly springs into action and fills the delicate white cups with tea.


“I hope you don’t mind, but we’ve already ordered,” Mr. Gamel says. “I wanted to make sure we have plenty of time to get to know you. Did Colin tell you how the process works?”


His voice is friendly enough, with a formality that most Englishmen seem to have. That same formality had been a bit off-putting when I had first met Cole, but once I got used to it I rather liked it. It makes him seem solid and mature. I look at Cole across the table, only to find him staring back at me, puzzled. I realize they’re waiting for me to answer.


“Oh. I’m sorry. No, he didn’t clarify . . .” My voice trails off and I swallow, but Mr. Gamel just smiles, his thin lips stretching over sharp little teeth.


“Then allow me. This is just a friendly get-together, as you Americans call it. There is no obligation on either side. Because the interview, if you will, is taking place in public, we will, of course, be very circumspect in what we say. If, after meeting us today, you are still interested in learning more, it will be at a more private venue.”


I frown. “How circumspect do we have to be? How am I supposed to know if I want to learn more if I learn nothing to begin with?”


Mr. Casperson smiles. “Ah. I see Miss Van Housen has the celebrated American candor. I like it. We Scots are also rather direct. Ask away. The Society for Psychical Research is a public organization. For the most part.” He gives me a jolly wink and I’m not sure whether to smile or be offended.


My mind blanks. I know I have questions that need to be asked, important ones. But I can’t seem to think of a single one.


I’m saved as the waiter lays out silver platters of tiny tea sandwiches, scones, and clotted cream. Mr. Gamel holds the tray of sandwiches out to me and I take several.


As I spread my scone with jam and serve myself a generous dollop of the cream, my mind races, trying to think of a question, any question. In spite of my hunger, everything tastes like sand. Desperately, I take a swallow of tea and it burns my tongue. A question pops into my head and I cling to it. “How many Sensitives are there in the Society?”


A volley of glances ricochets around the table and I frown. Simple question, simple answer.


Suddenly I feel Cole sending me a lifeline across the table. It’s like a silver strand reaching in my direction just like we’ve been practicing. He thinks if I can visualize what I’m sensing that I will have better control over it. We used to have to work at it, but even after two months apart, our connection is clear. I don’t really understand it, but I’m grateful for his help. I reach out with my mind and grab the strand.


The effect is immediate. I start to calm as soon as I feel his presence. My anxiety fades and my mind sharpens. Relieved, I turn back to observe the men sitting at the table. All are regarding me with some measure of discomfort.


“That’s a rather difficult question to answer,” Mr. Gamel says.


“I don’t see how. Don’t you track your Sensitives?”


“Of course!” Mr. Casperson says. “They’re a very important part of our research.”


I ignore that, concentrating instead on Mr. Gamel’s face. Though I used to be able to feel the emotions of others only through touch, proximity to Cole has heightened my abilities. Oddly, though, everything feels off right now, as if a telephone operator had somehow mixed up the wires. Mr. Gamel is hiding something. Or is it coming from Mr. Casperson? I look from one to the other, panic blooming in my chest. I’ve always relied on my abilities to assess whatever situation I’ve found myself in. Not being able to use them is rather like missing a limb.


“The number is fluid,” Mr. Gamel cuts in smoothly. “Sensitives are free to come and go as they please, and recently that number has fluctuated quite a bit.”


“Why do you think that is?” Cole asks, with a look at me.


Mr. Gamel shrugs his bony shoulders. “Who knows?” He turns to me. “As Cole is aware, Sensitives are not always reliable. It’s hard to tell what motivates them to go or stay.”


Yet another volley of glances sets my suspicions to soaring.


Cole gives a thin smile. “Perhaps Sensitives wouldn’t be so willing to leave if they were treated as if they had value. We’re not rats in a laboratory.”


“No one thinks of you like that, my dear boy.” Mr. Casperson jumps into the conversation.


“I would like to think no one thinks of anyone like that, but that’s not what I’ve been hearing.” Cole’s disquiet reaches me, but his voice is matter-of-fact and I marvel at his control.


Mr. Gamel nods. “I know some Sensitives are unhappy with some of the new rules we have put into place, but in all honesty, we are only trying to do what is best for both the Sensitives and the scientists. Without the research, we don’t know how to best assist Sensitives in their quest to control their abilities. Without the scientists, the research that helps Sensitives would not happen. Of course, without Sensitives, there is nothing to research. The recent changes in policy reflect our desire to balance everyone’s needs.” Mr. Gamel looks to me. “Miss Van Housen, as Colin is aware, many Sensitives come to us broken and without hope. Not many are as lucky as you have been, to reach adulthood with all your mental faculties intact. We have given hope to many Sensitives and have recently retained a psychiatrist to help us in our endeavor. On the other hand, we need to be able to conduct our research as well. So, you see our dilemma?”


He shrugs as if hopelessly caught between altruism and furthering mankind’s knowledge. He feels sincere, but Cole’s dark eyes show his misgivings.


I’ve had enough. I don’t know what is going on, but I just want to get out of here.


I stand, even though there’s food still left on my plate. Mr. Gamel looks up at me, surprised. “I would like to meet with you again at the Society, but right now I have another appointment.”


The men stand and Mr. Casperson knocks over a chair in his haste. “But we haven’t had a chance to talk about your abilities,” he says, righting his chair.


I smile. “Just as you have things you wish to be discreet about, I do as well. Thank you very much for seeing me. Good day, gentlemen.”


Cole follows me out of the hotel and down the street. Darkness is falling and the lamps on the motorcars cast strange shadows on London’s buildings, until I finally lean against a brick wall and take several deep breaths.


“What happened in there?” Cole asks, concern written across his handsome face. He looks like a professor with his forehead furrowed and a frown creasing his lips, and my own mouth curls in spite of my unease. I slip my hand into his and he smiles back, though the worry lingers in his eyes.


“I’m not sure. I was nervous. I couldn’t think.” That isn’t exactly how it felt, but as I can’t really describe the odd sensations I was having, I leave it at that.


“Do you feel better now?” he asks anxiously. “Let’s get you back to the hotel.” He hails a taxicab and climbs in next to me.


He’s so attentive; the odd confused feeling I had fades as we get farther and farther from the restaurant. “Are any of those men Sensitives?” I ask. That’s the only explanation that makes sense considering how quickly I’m recovering. Of course, the only person who has ever altered my abilities is Cole, but then, I’ve never really been around other Sensitives. I don’t know how my abilities would react.


Cole shakes his head. “No. I knew them all before I went to the States. I would have been able to tell. What did you think of them? Did you sense anything?”


I shrug. “I was too busy being a nervous wreck to get a clear read on anyone.”
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