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Fogg River, Illinois


1899

The Letheby line roared into the Fogg River station ahead of the winter storm, pausing just long enough to let two figures, a man and a woman, jump down without the benefit of the folding stairs. Their bags followed, thumping on the wooden platform and making the man swear as he stepped back to avoid getting hit.

“Well,” said Maryse Ly as the train departed, “was that because of you or me?”

“You,” said Vasyl Janiv. “I was just playing cards.”

“Were you winning or losing?”

“Winning, but just a little, I swear. It must have been you, my heart. I was being mostly good.”

Maryse made a face. It probably had been her. They didn’t see many Vietnamese this far north, and it had taken some talking to get her on the train in Saint Louis. They didn’t think she was Black, but she might have been Native, and God forbid they treat her as a white woman.

“We should have stayed in Louisiana,” she muttered, grabbing her bag.

Vasyl shrugged philosophically. “The snake speakers and revival shows were starving us out. At least there’s work up here.”

Fogg River didn’t look as if it had a lot of work for them. The train station backed onto a downtown that must have been impressive after the war between the states, clad in russet-red brick with leaded glass windows overlooking the street. The street itself, though, was unpaved, churned to mud with holes that Maryse suspected would come over the tops of her shoes if she stepped into one. It gave the entire town an abandoned feeling, as though it had been left to sink slowly into the mud. The winter afternoon was dying fast, the few people on the road walking quickly on their business, and Maryse envied them their surety, even in the mud.

“They said they were going to meet us,” she said, looking up and down the street. “I’m not sure we can get a ride out here.”

“Of course they’ll come to meet us. Come on. Come here, stretch your legs. Why are you so nervous?”

“Why aren’t you?” Maryse asked, but she let Vasyl lead her over to the edge of the platform that overlooked the Fogg River, which gave the town its name.

It had been a wet autumn, and down the steep embankment, the river swelled in its banks, furious at the binding of the railroad trestle that crossed it. Maryse had grown up on the mouth of the Mississippi with the rushing murmur of the river’s dead in her ears. She could hear Fogg River’s dead now, whispering under the crash of the water on the struts and the stones. Like nearly every river in the Middle West, the Fogg River bowed to the Mississippi, but it did not understand the sovereignty of bridges or trains. Maybe in a hundred years it would, but not yet.

As she looked down into the water, Maryse saw an arm flung up from the waves, the curve of a round dark shoulder and the flash of a pink palm rising from the froth before sinking away from sight.

“Water women,” Vasyl said. “They have them here too.”

“They have them everywhere,” Maryse said absently, looking for others. “There’s never a shortage of unlucky girls who end up in the water.”

“What a grim thing.”

“We are in a grim business, darling.”

“We could go into vaudeville, you know. I can dance. Perhaps you can sing?”

“I absolutely cannot. I’d rather puke up rocks.”

Vasyl laughed, throwing an arm around her shoulders.

“How lucky we are, then, to know what the dead say.”

They didn’t, of course they didn’t, but it was a living, and thus better than a dying, as Vasyl would say when he was drunk.

A shout made them turn, and Maryse fell silent as Vasyl stepped in front of her.

There was something spidery about the buggy, the battered compartment boxy and hovering uncomfortably over high, thin wheels. The horse had a patient look, and so did the thin, sharp-faced woman driving, dressed in navy blue with a lilac-gray coat and a sensible hat.

“Dr. Janiv,” she said, and Vasyl smiled politely with his mouth shut, which made him look older and homelier than his thirty-four years.

“Yah-neev,” he said in an accent he had borrowed from his grandfather. “Are you from the seminary?”

“I’m Miss Nina, yes,” she said, looking at their two bags. “Is that all you brought with you?”

“But of course.” Vasyl arched an impressive eyebrow. “Do you think perhaps we need more?”

“Well, I’m sure I couldn’t say,” the woman replied, and Maryse marveled all over again that people would pay to hear Vasyl condescend to them, so long as he did it in a specific way.

There were straps to hold their bags at the rear of the buggy, and as she got them secured, Miss Nina cast a few furtive looks at Maryse, perhaps waiting for an introduction, or an explanation. Maryse only stared back blandly, not smiling, not nodding. Maybe people didn’t smile in whatever exotic foreign land she came from. Someday she and Vasyl would have to name that distant place, but so far, they knew it involved the deepest jungles and echoed with the roars of man-eating lions.

It was a tight squeeze to get into the buggy. Maryse’s hips pressed against Vasyl’s on one side and Miss Nina’s on the other. By then the snow had started in earnest, swirling down to stick on the ruff of Vasyl’s coat, the fur of Maryse’s own rabbit muff, even Miss Nina’s long eyelashes, making her blink and toss her head like the horse did as she drove.

“It’s going to be a strong one,” she said, looking up. The sky was bruised, a tinge of green to the gray, with the last of the sunlight giving it a bloodied edge.

“Strong storms,” Vasyl mused. “What strange things your country admires.”

It was just more of his nonsense, things he said to keep the customers suitably impressed with his etheric connections, but as they left downtown and pulled onto the wooded road, Maryse wondered.

Strong storms and angry rivers.

This part of the country wouldn’t love them, and while she was usually fine with that, now it made her shiver.
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The woods by the Fogg River looked as impassable as Sleeping Beauty’s briars, until suddenly they weren’t. They split to reveal a wide avenue bordered by skeletal hedges, and for a moment, Maryse thought there were hearts snagged in the branches, red and dripping, steaming lightly in the cold. She must have gasped, because Miss Nina shifted the reins to one hand to squeeze her knee in comfort.

“It’s all right,” she said. “Look again. They are only ornaments that the girls have hung for the holiday season.”

They drew even with the hedges, and Maryse could see that she was right. No hearts of flesh, after all, but only hardened salt dough cut into angels and cats and mice and stars, dyed red and hung up with gay ribbons. There was something desperate about them, and she fought down her unease, because if she and Vasyl bailed on every job that gave her a bad feeling, they would never work, and she’d go back to selling dances for a nickel in Storyville, and he would probably be counting cards in Natchez.

Beyond the hedge of pierced hearts was the Fogg River Seminary itself, the preeminent girls’ school in the region, according to the letter that had booked their services. It lifted up to the sky with two low wings fanning out to either side, its diamond-paned windows picking up what little light they could and gleaming like coyote eyeshine in the dimming day. It looked to Maryse like the most dignified of institutions, and also the most Catholic, though that was a bit unlikely in this part of the country. It did not look like the sort of place that would call for a night of entertainment from an occultist and his exotic assistant, or perhaps it looked exactly like that. Maryse wasn’t sure, and she didn’t need to be, as long as they were paid.

There was a small crowd milling around the foyer as they entered, perhaps twenty well-dressed people roaming the vaulted space, with a few harried servants moving among them offering food and drink.

Not professionals, Maryse thought, watching one young man nearly drop his tray. Just some nice-looking teenagers hired for the evening.

Bordering the foyer, positioned at intervals like saints or angels at a cathedral, were young girls, all dressed alike in neat gray, each crowned with a circlet of sparks. On closer inspection, the sparks resolved into charmed green fireflies, flying mindless circles over the braids wound around the girls’ heads. It was a sweet, if rustic, effect, too young for the one or two girls in long skirts and proper corsets. The rest wore short skirts and loose stays, their hands folded in front of their bellies. Some of the guests stopped to ask them questions about geography, history, housekeeping, and the girls answered with a sir or ma’am. Maryse thought of circus horses who did sums, tapping until their masters gestured subtly for them to stop. She wondered who was watching these girls, making sure they performed their tricks well.

A hard hand suddenly grasped Maryse’s elbow, making her draw a sharp breath through her teeth. She fought back her natural urge to kick and bite, instead turning to look up at a deep-eyed man with a bristling mustache who regarded her with curiosity.

“What in the world are you?” he mused, looking her up and down. “Chinese by your looks, but surely your nose is too flat? And your skin is too dark, I shouldn’t wonder . . .”

He put his face too close to hers, examining her as if she were a piece of scrimshaw at an exhibit. Maryse gave him a puzzled look, as if she couldn’t understand him, hoping she wouldn’t have to burst into tears to get away. She could do it, but she didn’t fancy looking like a burst tomato at the performance later tonight.

“Ah, you have found my assistant,” Vasyl said, drawing up with Miss Nina behind him. “She is not Chinese, as a matter of fact.”

“Then what is she?” demanded the man, but he pulled back.

“She is rare,” Vasyl said. “You will see tonight, if you are staying.”

The man might have protested, but then a woman called for their attention from the top of the stairs. She looked as if she had been pared down from ice, all sleek planes and crisp diction, and looking at her sharp features, Maryse realized that she must be Miss Nina’s mother.

“Good evening, all,” she said, with just a slight blush of warmth in her voice. “I am Mrs. Parley, and all of us, teachers and students alike, welcome you to the Fogg River Seminary for Young Ladies. We are grateful that you have come on such a wretched night, and we hope to repay you with an evening of entertainment and education. For fifty years the Fogg River Seminary has formed spirited girls into diligent young women, who have then become respectable helpmeets to their husbands and their communities. We educate our students and prepare them for the homes they will keep, as well as for the opportunities that might wait for them in the greater world. Our girls can coax fires from cold stoves, teach their children to read and to sum, even send telegraphs and mind the posthouses should the towns they move to require it.”

She paused, as if daring anyone to argue with her, and then she smiled.

“While we are far from worldly, we love the town of Fogg River as a child loves her mother, and I am pleased to welcome you through our doors tonight.”

On cue, the girls broke into a warbling melody, something about the heart ever warmed by love.

Miss Nina nudged Vasyl.

“There’s going to be some singing and demonstrations from the girls,” she murmured. “I can show you to the library, if you need to set up.”

“Yes, thank you,” Vasyl said, and he nodded at Maryse as if she needed a signal to follow.

Out of the corner of her eye, Maryse saw an older matron quizzing one of the girls about how she might handle a dinner party to which a clergyman had been invited but one of the guests had apparently sold their soul. She thought again of the trick horses doing their sums, giving their answers under the watchful direction of their masters, and she went after Vasyl.
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Unlike other spiritualists, Maryse and Vasyl traveled light, but that didn’t mean they wouldn’t take the opportunity to close off the library and prepare. There had been far too many skeptics and newspapermen recently, all eager to catch out frauds and grifters.

“Fucking Houdini,” Maryse grumbled, up on a chair to check the top of the library shelves for any charmed mirrors or listening imps. The Great Gustavo had been run out of Cleveland when some rich woman’s imp had caught him planting canisters of colored smoke under the table. No one really liked Gus, but with the wind howling outside and the snow already several inches deep on the windowsill, it was not a good night to get run out of anywhere.

“You know I heard Houdini’s the real deal? A Hungarian sword-swallower told me he’s descended from eighteen generations of Jewish magicians.” Vasyl came up from checking under the sideboard. “All clear over here.”

“Either he’s the real deal and he could be generous to the rest of us, or he’s a fake like we are and he could mind his own damn business. Fine up here.”

Maryse climbed down, careful not to step on her extravagant skirts. She had traded her damson-colored dress and corset for the long shapeless dress they had cobbled together from a pair of jacquard curtains stolen from a Chicago bordello. It left her arms scandalously bare, but pinned at her shoulders and draped extravagantly over her chest and her hips, it let her move easily while giving the audience its recommended dose of lush exoticism.

Vasyl tilted his head at the door. “Sounds like they’re coming. Are you ready?”

“Let’s earn our train fare,” she said with a sigh, tipping the contents of her little chamois bag into her mouth. She took his hand, stepping up onto a chair and then the table, where she lay down barefoot on the polished surface. As Vasyl tweaked her dress to give her the most elegant shape, she slowed her breathing, letting her head fall to one side and crossing her hands over the center of her chest. She could see, just barely, through her eyelashes, and she had a clear view of the door as it opened, letting in perhaps half the people who had been in the foyer earlier, talking and laughing.

“Silence!” Vasyl boomed, and they quieted like startled children, taking in the view in front of them: Vasyl in unrelieved black with his pale hair glowing like a halo in the dimmed electric lights, Maryse on the table doing her best impression of a corpse.

One of the women gasped, and someone else—Miss Nina, Maryse thought—spoke hesitantly. “Is . . . is she all right?”

Maryse could imagine Vasyl’s wintry smile.

“Come in,” he said. “Come in, and sit at the table, and show some respect, for my companion lies on the border between life and death. She has gone ahead on the road where we all must someday travel, and the barest breath, the slightest jarring, might send her onward and away from us forever.”

The chairs shifted and scraped, and now Maryse had that uncanny feeling of eyes on her from all quarters. They were so close that they could reach out and pinch her feet, her arms, her face, and sometimes they did, no matter how watchful Vasyl was.

Tonight’s crowd seemed polite at least, gasping and silent in the right places as Vasyl described her foreign origins, how he had bought her, the youngest priestess of a forbidden religion, out of a cage in the distant market of Saigon.

I’d like to go to Saigon, Maryse thought idly. Sounds warm.

“She is far away, so deeply in the trance of her ancestors that she will not be wakened by conventional means. Here, feel this.”

She knew he was letting someone at the table touch the tapestry needle he had procured, showing them it was solid before taking it back and seeming to ram it into the side of her face. More than one person shrieked as Vasyl palmed the needle and burst a pellet of red ink with his nail.

“You see, she is almost gone. But she can return, if we are lucky. In this dangerous place, this brave young woman can listen for the dead, relating messages that she herself cannot understand. While she possesses not a word of English, she will repeat the messages from those who have gone before. Through her lips, the dead speak, and we must listen.”

Hushed questions began, and now Maryse had her chance to work the crowd. Some questions she answered, guttural words whose meanings were assumed by the grieving or the desperate themselves. Some questions she ignored, moaning and tossing her head. The man with the mustache wanted to know how Hell looked, and she worked herself up to a frenzy, throwing her head back and forth on the table, spittle flying from her lips as if she were having a fit.

“Ask something else,” Vasyl called as he restrained her. “Anything else!”

She inwardly sighed with relief as he squeezed her shoulder. Almost done, and that meant they could get their pay and go to bed.

“My daughter,” said a crisp voice that betrayed nothing. “Where has my daughter gone?”

Maryse went stock still, tensing every muscle in her body. It made her look as if she had floated up from the table even when she hadn’t moved, and she started to moan, rocking back and forth.

“What’s happening to—?”

“The spirits,” Vasyl said, his voice low and intense. “The spirits are bringing her back. Watch closely now; you may see them as they deliver her soul back to us.”

Maryse’s body heaved, and then she sat bolt upright. It would have been impossible with her corset on—as it was, she knew from the gasps that it looked as unnatural as she had hoped, as if she were a puppet pulled up short by its strings.

As she rose, she clutched at her throat, gagging and crying out weakly around the stones she had tongued into the pouch of her cheek. They were roughly polished amber, purchased at a bargain from a Lithuanian girl in Chicago, and she and Vasyl spent their nights at the boardinghouses heating up needles on the lamp and engraving them with single words: Heaven and love and mercy, all things that a grieving person might hang on to. They were a nicely uncanny souvenir, something the customers could put on the mantel after she and Vasyl were long gone.

Maryse heaved, and the audience burst into alarmed cries. She rose up on her hands and knees, her head down. It made a good showing to let the amber pieces hit the table, and now they did, one after the other as she shook and moaned and—

And then she couldn’t breathe.

The stones had come up one, two, and three, and she should have been empty, time to slump down on the table and be revived, ideally with a nice shot of gin, but something was still at the back of her throat, stuck as if she had swallowed a bite of steak wrong, and oh God, she couldn’t breathe, she couldn’t breathe.

Maryse scrabbled at the table, digging her nails into the polished wood, and the mass at the back of her throat lodged more firmly, hard and impassable, and she was going to die if she couldn’t take her next breath, she would die, and they would think it was all part of the stupid act, and—

Her body jerked, and the last stone shot out, hitting the table before it bounced off into the darkness. Someone cried out. Maryse didn’t care where the stone went, or who it hit, because she was too busy drawing great gasps of air, falling onto her back again as she shook, covered in sweat and teary eyed.

Upside down, she could see Miss Nina at the head of the table, her face calm and curious. Then another coughing fit shook her, and she had to close her eyes again.

Bitch, she thought angrily.

Then someone was sitting her up, and all right, she would forgive Miss Nina, who was putting a small glass of medicinal sherry into her hand. Vasyl was shouting everyone back, telling them to give her room. That was how the act usually ended, but she saw Vasyl sneak her a concerned look, because he knew that something had gone wrong.

Some people stared at her, others talked among themselves, and Mrs. Parley stared down at the amber stones in her hands.

“Here,” she said, her voice as calm as if she were dictating a Latin lesson. “Here. Here.”

Here what? Maryse wondered, and then Mrs. Parley flung the stones onto the table in a clean overhand cast. They skittered liked checkers, and one landed by Maryse’s right hand. Even as Maryse shied away—something terribly unwholesome about the amber for all that she had just had it in her mouth—she could see the word carved into it in ragged letters: here.

She looked up, and there was such a weight of sorrow and pain in Mrs. Parley’s eyes that Maryse’s hands moved to cover her own mouth.

“Here,” Mrs. Parley cried, and the electric lights exploded, glass shattering almost musically to the ground, the acrid scent of burning filament filling the air, the dark rushing in to fill the room.

The screaming started, and Maryse wondered if they were allowed to scream in the exotic land she came from.
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It was the storm, of course.

The wind came down with the force of a hammer, breaking the power lines, piling drifts of snow so high that they would have to dig out in the morning. The guests who had come for a demonstration of geography skills and domestic household magic had hopefully made their way safely home, and the ones who had remained for the séance would have to stay the night.

Just the storm, Maryse heard over and over again as Vasyl draped her coat over her shoulders and kept people from crowding her, but still she wasn’t sure. She counted in her head, over and over again, how many pieces of amber she had tucked into her cheek, and over and over again, she came up with three. The fourth—Christ, her throat was still sore—she didn’t know where it had come from, and she could still hear Mrs. Parley crying here, here, words Maryse had never written in amber.

If there was an advantage to getting stranded at a girls’ seminary in a blackout, it was that guests could easily be accommodated. Mrs. Parley sat elegantly upright in her chair, when any other woman would have fainted dead away, but her daughter took charge. The married guests could sleep in the extra rooms in the dormitory, and the single men could take the classrooms.

Maryse tried to cling to Vasyl, but Miss Nina pried her off him with gentle determination. “You are not married,” she told Vasyl. “This is not a boardinghouse or a hotel. This is a decent establishment with young girls in residence. Surely you understand.”

Maryse sniffled theatrically, but Miss Nina only gave her a hug.

“It’s all right, sweetheart,” she said, as if speaking to a much younger girl. “You’ll be fine.”

She looked at Vasyl. “Can you tell her that?”

Vasyl glared, but he spat out some gibberish that might pass for a foreign language. Maryse met his eyes meaningfully, and he turned to Miss Nina.

“A room of her own,” he said ominously. “One with a lock to it. She goes to the dead, and sometimes, they come to her.”

His dark words gave Miss Nina pause, but she nodded briskly. “Of course. A room of her own.”

The students were pressed into service, guiding the married couples and Maryse to their rooms. They carried linens, washbasins, and extra nightshirts, and they lit the way with fireflies, their halos from earlier pressed into more practical service. It was an easy enchantment and common along the rivers, where the fireflies massed like sparks of grace, but almost painfully old-fashioned since the advent of electricity.

Handy, though, Maryse thought, following her girl along the narrow corridor. Tonight I’m glad they teach old firefly charms as well as, I don’t know, geography and how to run telegraphs and post offices.

The girl gave her a shy smile when they came to the designated room. Maryse expected her to make the bed and leave, but instead she lingered, letting the fireflies crawl off her fingers to gleam softly on the nightstand. As Maryse watched, the girl opened the window and scooped some snow into the washbasin, then set a washcloth beside it.

“For your face,” she said, gesturing, and Maryse reached up to touch her supposedly bloodied cheek. She had forgotten. It had probably dried to a fairly credible brown by now.

“They said you can’t understand me,” the girl continued, “but don’t be scared. It’s only the dark.”

Then she was gone, and Maryse locked the door after her. The dead had as little to do with her as she had with them, but she was grateful for the lock, especially if she was going to be sleeping without a handy Vasyl nearby.

She took off the ridiculous dress to replace it with her chemise, and she brushed out her hair before braiding it for sleep. The ink mostly came off, and what remained looked enough like a scab that she could leave it. The bed was hard, the blankets almost frozen, but she had had much worse on the road. The fireflies glowed softly enough that they wouldn’t bother her if she turned the other way, toward the window.

As she turned, however, the light hit the glass, which looked out into the night, and she saw a pair of eyes staring back at her, dark and cold and unblinking.

She barely stopped herself from screaming, and then she snorted. It was only her own reflection peering back into the room. Wryly, she reached out to touch the glass, letting the condensation wet her fingers before licking it off.

I am losing my nerve. Vasyl’s going to laugh his head off when I tell him.

She tried to lie back down, but her heart took a while to slow, and when it did, she found herself lying awake. She was exhausted, but her body was restless, humming like the wires that webbed the sky in Chicago. Sometimes, she imagined rising up to touch those wires, letting the city’s power course through her until she lit up like a firefly herself, never to be dark, never to be dead, though of course she would be . . .

She slept, or at least she thought she slept. It felt like a long blink, and then suddenly Maryse was awake again, eyes wide in the darkness and already half sitting. For a moment, she thought a dream had awakened her, but then it came again, the softest, gentlest turn of the door handle against the latch. It stopped short at the lock, and then nothing.

Gritting her teeth, Maryse slid out of bed and padded soundlessly across the floor to the door, where she knelt and put her eye to the keyhole. The darkness was nearly absolute, but then something shifted, and she knew that whoever had been standing in front of the door had moved away.

The door’s locked, she told herself. The door is locked; I tested it myself. I’m fine. I’m safe, no matter which bastard wants in.

The room didn’t feel safe, though, and with it came the memory of other rooms and other locks, and Christ, she was never going to sleep again, was she?

Maryse took a deep breath, pressing her hand against her heart as if she could calm it that way.

Of course she would sleep again. Tomorrow or the day after, she and Vasyl would be back on the train, crossing the prairie for Chicago or Indianapolis or Milwaukee, the spaces between so wide that she could breathe if she needed to, even talk if no one was listening.

But she had been herself for almost thirty years, and she knew that she wouldn’t sleep in this room. She scooped up the handful of fireflies, glowing more softly now as they died. They were sluggish, their short antennae tickling her palm, but she thought they would serve. Holding them against her chest so they wouldn’t spill, she went to the door, then cracked it open and looked left and right to make sure that it was clear. There was no one waiting or watching, and she shut the door after her, making a face at the dampness in the corridor that was soaking her stockings.

Maryse didn’t like small rooms, but the darkness of the corridors didn’t bother her much after the initial creeping unease. Through the doors she passed, she could hear people snoring, stirring, in one case probably screwing, and she knew that one shout would bring them running to see what was happening, if not to help. That was fine.

On the ground floor, she found the classrooms, with no locks to worry about. From there, it only took a little careful work to find Vasyl, sleeping in the sewing room on a pallet on the floor. He grunted when she shoved him over onto his side, grumbling but settling back in as she threw one arm over his hip.

“Was wondering if you were going to show up,” he muttered.

“Some asshole tried to get into my room. And you smell like whiskey.”

“I do. The town doctor came by and shared.”

“Well, haven’t you done well for yourself.”

“Ha, don’t I wish. Mostly he came in because they put him in the science room, and it’s all weird animals bottled in brine over there. He’d still be talking if I let him, but I wanted sleep more.” The last was uttered a little pointedly.

Maryse ignored him. “What’d he talk about?”

“Small-town stuff. Who’s got the clap, who’s still healing up after chasing fairy lights on the river bottom. This place is on the brink of beggary, apparently. This whole night was supposed to secure donations from what passes for Fogg River’s rich and powerful.”

“Oh?”

“Yeah. The headmistress’s daughter, the older one who used to teach the telegraph, she ran off with a man this summer. Since then, more than half the students have been pulled out by their parents.”

That explained the extra rooms, at least. Maryse shivered, pressing closer to Vasyl’s back.

Here, she thought.

“Are we sure she ran off?”

“As sure as anyone could be. She wrote about it in her journal, packed her bag, and they saw her getting on the Letheby line to Chicago.”

“About tonight . . . ,” Maryse began, but Vasyl grumbled, feigning a snore.

On second thought, she didn’t really want to talk about it in the dark. She pressed her forehead against his shoulder and closed her eyes.
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When Maryse awoke, there was a fresh chill in the air that told her it was nearly dawn. The tip of her nose was as cold as ice, and she hissed quietly as she peeled herself off Vasyl, who barely moved.

I should probably sneak back to my room, but didn’t they say there was a toilet on this floor?

The fireflies were down to a dull glimmer, most of them dead, and Maryse helped herself to Vasyl’s oil lamp instead, lighting it with his matches. Barefoot, she found the earth closet easily enough, located at the far end of the seminary, the part that backed up to the garden, which she supposed made sense. She used the facilities, and she was just trying to find her way back to the main part of the school when one of the doors opened and a man stepped out. Maryse blinked as she remembered him, the one with the mustache, the one who had asked after Hell.

He looked disheveled, still in his clothes, and there was a packet of papers in his hands. She moved to the side of the hall, giving him ample room to pass to the earth closet, but he was still watching her, an intent look in his eyes. There was a calculation, some equation that involved a foreign woman who didn’t speak English, and then his gaze sharpened like a spike. He saw her look at the letters in his hand, and his face hardened. Something had been decided, and her stomach lurched.

“Come here,” he said imperiously.

Maryse was not waiting around to find out what for. She spun on her heel, dropping the oil lamp to run down the hall. Apparently the man had been confident she would obey, which won her some distance. Then she could hear his steps coming after her, soft and padded like her own, and a new fear gripped her heart.

He doesn’t want to be heard, she thought, plunging down the hall. Whatever he is doing, he doesn’t want to be heard.

She couldn’t get her breath to shout. Instead she put everything into increasing the distance between herself and the man, whose footsteps and wheezing breaths sounded closer with every passing moment.

There was a faint gray light in the air, just enough for her to see that the hallway ended in a display of dress dummies, overlooked by a row of windows too small and high to escape through, even if she thought she could open them. With only a moment to make the decision, she veered into the leftmost room, hitting the door so hard that it almost rebounded into her face.

She got around the door and threw her weight back against it, just in time to catch the man’s hand in the jamb. He uttered a strangled cry, and she slammed it on his fingers again. For a moment, she thought that he would withdraw and she could lock the door or secure it somehow, but instead he only bulled forward.

No, no, no—

Without thinking, Maryse pulled the door open and let him stumble in, and then she swung it at him as hard as she could. It hit his face like an axe hitting a watermelon, but he was still upright, and she froze, trying to convince herself to go around him but unable to do it.

No, don’t freeze, don’t freeze, that’s the worst thing you can do, don’t freeze!

Instead she ran straight for the windows. They were the kind that swung out from bottom to top, and her fingers felt as clumsy as a pig’s trotters as she fought for the latch, one knee up on the windowsill. Behind her, the man had managed to gather himself. He was coming for her again, but she didn’t dare look back to see how close he was.

She thought she could feel his fingers grazing her shoulder when the latch opened, and with a shove she threw herself out the window. Victory became panic as she fell, and kept falling, and then her knee erupted in pain as she stumbled into the snowdrift below. She caught herself on her hands, realizing in a sharp kind of way that the snow had kept the fall from being worse, and then the man above roared, halfway out the window.

He might get out of it, or he might not, but she wasn’t going to wait around to see. Maryse took off running again, fighting the cold that sank sharp and burning teeth into her bare feet. Her hot breath sent plumes of steam into the air, and the sky grew lighter by the moment. It was so cold that when she tried to call for help, all that came out was a harsh, winded croak.

I can’t. I can’t.

The words echoed in her head, and she realized two things at once. The first was that no one who chased someone this determinedly could afford to give up. The second was that she was leaving tracks in the deep snow, so clear that any child could see.

She had come to an octagonal brick structure on the edge of the woods, and she risked a look behind her to see the man only now falling to the snow. She barely had any lead at all, but perhaps barely any lead would still be enough.

Maryse ran for the trees, floundering through the snow and crashing into brush thick enough to slash at her arms and her hands. A branch caught the corner of her eye, obscuring it with tears. Later it would sting terribly, but only if there was a later.

Maryse emerged from the woods some dozen yards from where she had entered, on the far side of the brick structure. She could hear the man lumber by, his breath harsh and full of teeth. She clung to the brick, almost sick with exhaustion. She shook with fear as well as a growing fury.

Then he was in the woods, and Maryse forced herself away from the shelter of the wall. She took a step, intending to head back to the seminary, but her knee, the one that had borne the brunt of her fall, almost folded out from under her. She could feel the dead pain of it, the sting and burn of muscle that had been pushed too far and too fast and would not be pushed further.

I have to get back inside, I have to, I can’t stay out here.

She reached out to steady herself, and her hand fell on the handle to the building’s door. It dipped, and before she could think twice, she was through it; then she latched the door behind her and shivered with relief.

Inside was a chair and a desk with some kind of machine on top of it. Maryse sobbed silently for breath, crouching down on the wooden floor. The velvet curtains over the windows cocooned the space in a heavy silence. Her entire body shook with cold, and her cuts and scratches stung ferociously. Every part that wasn’t numb burned, and she forced herself to breathe, to think.

She had been scraped down to nothing but fear, and now she was coming back to herself, a shaking wreck on the floor.

Maryse found herself focusing on a point of light before she recognized it. A single firefly, olivine green, floated in the air over her head. Belatedly, she realized that the tour must have come out here, led by one of the girls in her sparkling halo. As she watched, the firefly alighted on the machine that sat on the desk: the telegraph Mrs. Parley had spoken of so proudly. Its handle had a black bar set on it, and a sharp hammer rested over a steel anvil in front of a roll of white tape.

As Maryse watched, the handle pressed down with a single tap that sounded unforgivably loud in her ears.

No.

One tap, and then another, and then a furious tapping of metal on metal, so fast and so loud it was nearly a buzz as the tape unspooled through the press. Maryse lunged up, desperate to silence the machine, but then there was a scraping sound outside, and the handle on the door turned.

She had locked the door, she knew she had, but that didn’t matter now. She backed all the way to the rear of the small room, because she knew she couldn’t run anymore, and she took hold of the chair. If she could heave it up, if she could get a swing in . . .

The man filled the doorway, the sky behind him lighter than it had been.

“Come here,” he said again, as if she could be convinced. He entered the room, one slow step at a time. He had torn his cheek in the woods, and a slick of blood washed down the right side of his face. “Come here.”

Maryse gripped the chair tighter.

The man turned his head to stare at the telegraph, its clacks coming as fast as a galloping horse’s hoofbeats. The air filled with fireflies, lighting up first in ones and twos, and then by the dozen. They were a duller green than the ones in the seminary, and they lit up a woman with her finger on the knob, her loose hair and long gray dress soaked in river water. The smell of the river—dead plants, rotting fish, cold mud—suffocated the air, and the woman’s smile was as dead as stone.

She took her hand off the telegraph, and as the man started to scream, she caught him by the throat, squeezing hard enough that Maryse flinched at the crunch. She moved back against the wall, away from the woman whom she now recognized from her choking fit in the library.

Oh. I thought it was Miss Nina, but that was you, wasn’t it?

Maryse’s skin crawled at being so close to this dead woman, because she was dead, had been dead, would always be dead, and oh, how she smiled.

The man was still attempting to cry out, and the dead woman leaned in as if to hear what he was trying to say. The fireflies clung to the strands of her hair, her sodden dress, her fingers, even the corners of her lips and her eyelashes, and her free hand came up to cup the man’s jaw almost affectionately. Then she gripped it, and she twisted. For one moment, just one, the man’s skin held, even as his jaw did not, and his face stretched in a yawning nightmare scream. Maryse shut her eyes against the meaty thump of his fall and the black hollow where the lower half of his face had been.

That is what Hell is like, Maryse thought wildly. You found it.

She heard a heavy dragging sound, then the door opening, and a moment later, when Maryse dared open her eyes, she saw a woman slid down against the jamb, shaking, her face gleaming with tears. There were still a few fireflies left, but they were the normal kind, and by their light, Maryse recognized Nina Parley.

“My sister,” she said numbly.

Maryse helped her to her feet. She locked the door behind them, even though some part of her knew that the danger was past.

Nina clutched a rock in her hand, and when she laid it on the desk, Maryse could read the name Adley incised on it, as if with acid. It wasn’t amber at all, but a river pebble almost as large as a hen’s egg, gray speckled with black and white. She hadn’t seen it before, but she could remember its weight in her throat and on her tongue.

“Coughing that up hurt like fuck,” Maryse said hoarsely, before she realized she had given herself away.

“Praise God, you can talk,” said Nina, who would probably never be surprised at anything again. “Adley. He was my sister’s man. She spoke of him in her journal, never said his name, but . . .”

“But there were letters, weren’t there?” Maryse asked, remembering the packet in the man’s hands.

“There were. I knew about them, but not where they were hidden. I think he must have known where they were, but he needed an opportunity to come to the school at night. I think . . . I think she was waiting for him out here.”

Nina touched the telegraph gingerly, as if it might snap down on her fingers. Maryse wouldn’t have touched it for the world.

Nina looked at the tape that lay crumpled on the table like a forgotten bandage.

“Emma,” she whispered, tearing the tape free before staring at the black dots and dashes marked there.

I don’t want to know, Maryse thought. I don’t. We’re not supposed to know. It doesn’t matter. It doesn’t.

“What does it say?” she asked anyway.

Nina’s mouth worked.

“Hate,” she recited blandly, the voice of a woman reporting on a disaster from very far away. “Hate. Hate. Dead. Always dead. Dead forever. Pain. Cold. Cold. River. Cold. Hate. Hate. Hate you. Die. Die. Hate you.”

What the dead have left, Maryse thought, and it wasn’t until Nina shuddered that she realized she had said it aloud.

“I don’t know why he killed her,” Nina said softly. “What reason could he have had?”

Maryse didn’t have an answer for her, but she found herself speaking, thinking of the flash of a pink palm in the water, the river women from all along the length of the great Mississippi.

“As many reasons as there are women in the water,” she said.

Along the high banks of the Fogg River, a woman returned to the water, dragging a dead body behind her. The splash was soft, and in the gray dawn light, the ripples of her wake echoed back to the shore, rapid at first, and then slower and increasingly spaced, until at last the water was still.
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As much as she ached, as much as her knee screamed every time she bent it too much or too little, Maryse went straight up to her room and packed her bag before going down to rouse Vasyl.

“Get up,” she said, rolling him from the pallet onto the freezing floor. “Get up. A man’s dead, and we don’t want to be here when they figure that out.”

To his credit, Vasyl didn’t ask questions. He only blinked as her words sunk in, and then he swore, clambering up to stuff his things into his bag before following her out into the snow.

Out front, Nina had hitched the same patient-looking horse to a sleigh painted an offensively cheerful yellow. Maryse found herself staring at the sleigh, and the other woman laughed, a little shrilly.

“It was Emma’s idea, for the girls,” she said. “Back when there was an Emma, and there were girls.”

She drove them to the station, then got out to help Maryse down. Her knee almost buckled again, and Nina righted her.

“I don’t want to say thank you,” she said, as if it were some terrible confession.

Maryse shrugged. She didn’t want much to be thanked.

Nina got back into the sleigh before turning it around to head back to the school, and whatever came next.

“What the hell,” Vasyl said finally.

Maryse shook her head as she walked to the edge of the platform that overlooked the river. Below her, the water boomed, fed by the snow, sullen with secrets. She wondered whether she saw a hand, white this time and calloused by the telegraph’s bar, waving from the waves; whether the woman was thankful, as her sister Nina didn’t want to be. But of course she wasn’t. She was dead, and Maryse had finally learned, after five years as a medium, what the dead spoke of.

Hate. Pain. Cold. Dead. Always dead. Dead forever.
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