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            For my mother and father, and the people of the North Strand

         

      

   


   
      
         

            PROLOGUE

         

         Through the hollow darkness of a winter’s night, a man was running.

         “It’s all right, darling,” he murmured to the tiny baby bundled in his arms. “Not much further now.” Snow fell all around them making dizzying patterns in the air; the going underfoot was slushy and the man’s feet were cold. His mind flashed with quick, sharp thoughts, made painful by anxiety. What had they done with his wife? How long did he have before they came looking for him? Would he have time to get the baby to safety? One thought was so urgent that it drowned out all the others: she’ll only be two worlds away – will it be enough?

         His thoughts were shattered as a sudden cry split the air, loud and shrill – a call of triumph. It came from behind the running man, from the far end of the street. He stopped, peering over his shoulder through the lacework made by the snow. Lights. Indistinct figures moved against the night, muffled tightly in scarves and hats, and another voice shouted. A face, pale in the darkness, turned in his direction.

         The man spun round and began to run once more. The tram wires overhead seemed to hum despite the lateness of the hour and he hopped across the tracks as he made a desperate dash across the road, landing heavily on the pavement at the far side. He paused long enough to catch his breath, feeling his heart hammer, and then he was off again.

         Through it all the baby – his daughter – slept, as though she were tucked safely in the nursery he and his wife had prepared for her, when things were different.

         Seconds later he came to a slithering halt outside a tall narrow building on a street corner that faced a wide bridge over a streetlight-speckled river. It loomed into the night sky like a pale cathedral, its roof lost in the darkness. He gazed up, hoping he had the right place. Quickly he settled his child into the crook of one arm while he pulled an object smaller than his palm from a pocket with his other hand. He adjusted its face, listening for the click, and then rubbed his thumb across the object’s surface. A void opened at its centre, the barest whir giving away the complex mechanism that powered it. He raised the object to his eye, peering through the void, and looked at the building again.

         He saw the differences straightaway – shutters closed where they had been open, a flowering window box where there shouldn’t be – and his throat tightened. He glanced up, reading the words above the doorway. In this world, at this time, the building was an insurance company headquarters, but he had to hope that what he’d seen was true and that somewhere else it bore a different name. A place where she’ll be safe, he thought. A home.

         He kneeled, the snow trickling through his thin trousers, and laid his daughter down as gently as he could in the alcove of the building’s front door. He checked one last time that the envelope thick with banknotes was securely tucked into her blankets, and he placed the object in beside it, making sure it was hidden from view. Then he kissed the baby’s warm forehead. He sobbed, the pain of losing her so soon after his wife almost too much to bear, before gritting his teeth and getting to his feet. He turned his back on his baby and stepped out into the haze of the street lights, snow pattering on his suddenly empty arms.

         “I’m here!” he roared, his tears hot. “Come on then! What are you waiting for?” The man strode into the middle of the road as the snow flowed around him, glancing down the shadows of the street he’d just come from where dark-clothed figures lurked. They were closing on him, not bothering to hurry now. They had no need.

         The man faced them down, his chest heaving, his throat aching and sore. Slowly they circled him, as though mocking everything he had lost.

         Finally he clenched his fists and ran straight for them. The sound of their truncheons raining down on his head and back made the baby’s eyes pop open in shock. She opened her tiny mouth to cry, but between taking in a breath and letting it out again she vanished without a trace.

      

   


   
      
         

            CHAPTER ONE

         

         In the basement of Ackerbee’s Home for Lost and Foundlings, two young girls were at work. One had a pair of glasses perched on her nose and her pet tarantula Violet perched on her head. In each hand she held a piece of thin wire and she was gradually – and very carefully – bringing them closer together. The other was watching, breath held, and trying not to get in the way.

         “Steady,” said the first girl, her dark eyes fixed on the gap between the wires. “Almost there…”

         Unfortunately her friend – lost in admiration for the science taking place before her very eyes – chose just that moment to nudge some glassware with an unwary elbow and a round-bottomed beaker crashed to the floor.

         There was a sudden spark as the wires the first girl had been holding met unexpectedly quickly, followed by a babble of apology from the other, who was already dropping to her knees to collect the shards of broken glass.

         “Sorry!” she said for the tenth time in as many seconds. “I really am! I didn’t mean to, Tess, I swear.”

         Tess sighed before joining her friend on the floor. “I know, Wilf. Your timing is perfect though. As usual.” She picked up the larger pieces of beaker with the skill that comes from long practice; Wilf averaged two breakages a week.

         Wilf – who had discarded her given name, Wilhelmina, as soon as she was old enough to say it and long before she was old enough to know how to spell it – reddened. “I’m never going to be a scientist if I can’t stop destroying my equipment,” she muttered.

         Tess looked at her friend. “Don’t be silly, you goose,” she replied. “You’re already a scientist. Just think of it as a study of gravity. Or,” she continued, holding up a shard and peering through it, “an examination of the smashiness of glass.”

         “That’s not a word,” Wilf scoffed, though her green eyes shone with amusement in her pale face.

         “I just said it, didn’t I?” Tess retorted, placing the shard carefully into her palm. As she reached for the next piece, her tarantula stirred on her head. “What’s up, girl?” she murmured, glancing upwards.

         “Is something wrong?” asked Wilf, but before Tess had a chance to answer, the door to their ‘lab’ was opened. Tess felt Violet relax, settling back into the tangle of Tess’s hair.

         “Girls?” came a voice they both knew.

         “Miss Whipstead,” Wilf said, getting to her feet. “We’re down here.”

         “Ah. Wilhelmina. Another breakage?” their teacher said with a fond smile.

         “Just a small one,” Wilf replied, blushing again.

         “Never mind, eh?” Miss Whipstead said, throwing her a wink. “Now, Tess? Miss Ackerbee needs you upstairs.”

         Tess clambered to her feet. Violet began to thrum a bit, sensing her worry. “Miss Ackerbee needs to see me?”

         “As I said. Can you come now, please? It’s a bit of an emergency. Leave that clearing up to Wilf – I’ll come and give her a hand in a minute.”

         “An emergency?” Tess echoed. She took off her ‘lab coat’ (really an old raincoat that she liked to imagine was white and equipped with many very useful pockets) and threw it over a nearby chair. Then she closed her experiments notebook, which had been sitting open on her workbench (really a spare classroom desk used mainly for detention), and folded it in two before sliding it into one of those very useful pockets. Violet skittered about a bit on top of her head. “Shush, girl. It’s all right,” Tess muttered to her, reaching up a finger for the spider to cling to. She met Wilf’s worried gaze and tried to give her a reassuring smile. 

         “Is there anything I can do to help?” Wilf asked. Miss Whipstead glanced at her and shook her head.

         “Miss Ackerbee just needs Tess for now, Wilf. Don’t worry,” she lied in a too-bright voice.

         “See you later,” Tess said, giving Wilf’s arm a quick squeeze as she passed. Wilf nodded, frowning.

         “It’s nothing to worry about, girls,” said Miss Whipstead, holding the door open as Tess and Violet ducked under her arm. She glanced back at Wilf as they left the room. “You’ll be back to your experiments in no time, I’m sure.” Wilf sighed, turning back to the clear-up as her teacher closed the door.

         “Do you know we’re this close to doing it?” said Tess, turning to Miss Whipstead wide-eyed. The teacher smiled, even as she shooed Tess up the corridor. “Actually making a faradic spark – real electricity – from seaweed!”

         “If anyone can do it, it’s you pair,” said Miss Whipstead. “I have no doubt.”

         “What does Miss Ackerbee need me for?” Tess racked her brain quickly, trying to see if there was anything she’d done recently that she hadn’t yet owned up to.

         “I’m sure it’s nothing,” Miss Whipstead reassured her. “You’re not in trouble is all I know. Though goodness knows you ought to be.” Tess glanced up at her, but the teacher’s eyes twinkled.

         They climbed the basement stairs into the house’s large kitchen and Miss Whipstead paused for a minute to evaluate Tess’s appearance. After telling her to clean her glasses, wipe her breakfast off her face and pull up that one sock which insisted on slipping down, she was deemed fit to appear in the parlour. “Remember,” whispered Miss Whipstead as she knocked on Miss Ackerbee’s door. “You’re not in trouble.”

         “Thanks,” Tess replied, smiling up at her. Then she stepped through into Miss Ackerbee’s domain, feeling knock-kneed. There wasn’t often cause to stand in this room, and Tess found it was rarely a good thing for anyone to be summoned before the housemistress.

         “Tess,” said Miss Ackerbee, turning from a tall filing cabinet in the corner. “Why don’t you take a seat?”

         Tess did as she was asked, feeling somehow untethered, like she could just float right up into the corner of this tall room. She glanced out of the window, hoping that would help to keep her steady.

         “Now.” Miss Ackerbee sat behind her desk. A short stack of paperwork topped with a blanket was within her reach. She folded her thin brown hands and took in a deep breath. “I suppose I’d best begin in the most obvious place. A man came for you today, Tess. A man who has laid claim to you and wants to take you away from here.”

         Tess swayed in her chair. She grasped its arms, fearing she might fall headlong on to the carpet otherwise. 

         “My – my father?” she croaked.

         Miss Ackerbee shook her head, closing her eyes momentarily. “No. I don’t believe so. In fact, I don’t believe he is any relation to you, despite his assertions to the contrary.” Tess listened, hauling breaths in and out, hoping she wouldn’t be sick. Violet reached down a forelimb to stroke her forehead and she began to calm.

         “So – who was he?”

         “Before we get to that, Tess, let’s have a chat. Have I ever told you properly about the night you arrived here?”

         “Well, you said I was found in a blanket, on the doorstep…” Tess’s words trailed away as her eyes found the blanket on Miss Ackerbee’s desk again. “That blanket?” She looked up at the housemistress.

         “This blanket,” Miss Ackerbee replied. “And it contained more than just you, though you were gift enough by yourself.” She smiled at Tess, who was too overwhelmed to return the gesture. “There was an envelope full of money, which was useless as it was in a currency nobody had ever seen. And there was this.”

         Miss Ackerbee’s hand slipped between the folds of the blanket. When it re-emerged, it was clutching an object small enough to nestle in the hollow of her palm. The object was made of metal but Tess couldn’t have said what sort – it looked dark, like brass. It was round, a short cylindrical thing like something you might keep buttons in, though it was far too elegant for that and the swirling web-like pattern which swept across it made it look like something that had been grown not made. There were markings around its upper circumference, a bit like those on a clock face to denote the hours, or a compass to indicate direction, except there were eight of them. Each was a different colour and one seemed to be discoloured or tarnished somehow. It looked out of place.

         “Is it – is it for false eyeballs?’” said Tess, her gaze fixed on the small metal box.

         Miss Ackerbee froze. “I beg your pardon?” she said.

         “It’s just something I read once. A man kept his false eyeball in a tin exactly like that one.”

         Miss Ackerbee’s lips twitched. “I have no idea what this object is, Tess, but as far as I’m aware it has nothing to do with eyeballs of any sort.” She paused to place it on the table in front of her. “And remind me to monitor your reading material a bit more closely,” she murmured, sliding the box towards Tess.

         “So – what is it?” said Tess, who hadn’t moved from her chair.

         “I made a thorough examination of it when you arrived here,” said Miss Ackerbee. “In case there was a clue to your identity or your family. But when I discovered I had no idea what I was looking at, I put it away and it’s been in that filing cabinet for the past twelve years.” 

         “And why are you giving it to me now?”

         “I had intended to give it to you when you reached eighteen, or as soon as you decided to move away from this house to forge your own life,” said Miss Ackerbee. “Along with every last note of the money we found with you in the hope you could make use of it somewhere. But that’s just the problem.” Miss Ackerbee sighed, taking off her spectacles to rub at her eyes.

         “What – what is?” said Tess after a minute.

         “My dear, I don’t quite know how to put this.” Miss Ackerbee kept her eyes shut as she paused to think. Eventually she opened them again to gaze at Tess. “It is my considered opinion that neither you, nor the money you arrived with, nor indeed this object, come from anywhere on this earth,” she finally said, settling her spectacles back on her nose and fixing Tess with a look that was, given the circumstances, surprisingly calm.

      

   


   
      
         

            CHAPTER TWO

         

         Tess gaped at the object on Miss Ackerbee’s desk as Violet trembled in the midst of her hair. She wanted nothing more than to get up, walk out of the room, run up the two flights of stairs to her own snug dormitory and pull her blankets over her head.

         “I don’t…” she finally managed to say, “I don’t know what you mean.”

         “My girl, I hardly know what I mean myself,” said Miss Ackerbee with a sigh. “All I know is that this object is somehow inextricably tied up with you and that you are an extraordinary girl. A most extraordinary girl indeed.”

         “Am I?” Tess was dazed. She’d never imagined she was extraordinary and wondered how extraordinary people were supposed to act. Probably, she thought, they weren’t supposed to go about with one sock up and their glasses smudged, and she wondered if Miss Ackerbee mightn’t be mixing her up with one of the older girls.

         Then Miss Ackerbee began to speak again and Tess did her best to focus.

         “When you were very little, Tess, you used to disappear. Just – vanish, like that, out of the blue. You’d only be gone for five or maybe ten seconds at a time, but it was enough to make my heart skip.” Miss Ackerbee gazed at her with steady brown eyes.

         Tess blinked at her. “Um. Miss Ackerbee, I don’t think that’s—”

         “Possible?” Miss Ackerbee finished Tess’s sentence. “I didn’t think so either. Not until I met you at least.”

         “But where did I go?”

         Miss Ackerbee licked her lips and took a deep breath. She stared at her desk and it looked to Tess like she was trying to find a pattern in the swirl of knots in the wood. Finally she looked up. Her kind face was earnest, as though she hoped Tess would believe what she was about to tell her.

         “The night you came to us, I was here. In this parlour. Drinking a cup of cocoa. The entire house was asleep and I was standing by my window, gazing out at the river and indulging in a bit of thought.” She smiled at the memory. “And then, out of the blue, a shimmering circle appeared in mid-air – just for a second, you understand. Had I blinked at the wrong moment, I would have missed it. It hung right in front of the door, before winking out of existence again. But it was there long enough for me to see.”

         “See what?” Tess asked.

         “A man. Young and thin, and frightened. He looked up at the door of Ackerbee’s. Snow was falling all around him. And then he was gone. The next thing I knew, there was a wail. I put my cup down on the windowsill and ran to the door – and there you were in the porch, wrapped in this blanket.”

         “And where was the man?”

         Miss Ackerbee smiled, but there was sadness beneath it. “He wasn’t there, Tess. And all around you was snow, tiny flakes in your blanket and even one on your baby eyelash, which I wiped away.” Miss Ackerbee rubbed her forefinger with her thumb, as though reliving the moment. “Except it wasn’t snowing that night. Not in this world at least.”

         Tess fought to understand. “You said that before – ‘this world’. What does that mean?”

         “I think,” Miss Ackerbee began, speaking carefully, “that you have the ability to move between our world and other worlds, Tess. I’m not sure how, but that’s my theory.”

         “Other – other worlds?” Tess scrunched up her face. “Like – different planets?”

         “No, I don’t think so. Other versions of this planet is what I mean. Different realities might be a better way of putting it, perhaps.” 

         Miss Ackerbee lifted the blanket off the pile of paperwork, opened the topmost folder and began to flip through some documents until she came to a collection of letters, speaking to Tess all the while. “When you were very small and your extraordinary abilities began to appear, I made some discreet inquiries of a scientific nature. Over the course of making those inquiries I made a friend who, until a few years ago, was a professor of physics in a university in Ostravica.”

         She glanced at Tess and smiled. “Several years ago he wrote to me about an idea he was working on, something he was calling the ‘many worlds theory’, which basically means, as far as I understand, that all possible versions of our world might exist simultaneously. They don’t interact because they can’t – or at least that was his thinking at the time.”

         Miss Ackerbee began to flick through the letters until she found the one she was looking for. “Here we go. Could it be true, then, to say that everything which could exist, does exist somewhere? That every choice made creates a ‘branch’ in effect, where both outcomes can come to independent fruition, each entirely unknown to the other? It would mean an almost unimaginable abundance of universes, but who is to say such things cannot be true?” She looked back at Tess. “Such things can be true, Tess. You are the proof.”

         “I – I don’t know what to say.” Tess’s mind was a whirl. Many worlds? It was too much to think about all at once so she seized on the one thing Miss Ackerbee had said which she could fully understand. “Why can’t I do it any more? The vanishing thing?”

         Miss Ackerbee placed the bundle of letters down. “It stopped happening when you were about four, I think. Up to that point you might flicker in and out ten or twenty times a day. Only myself and Rebecca – Miss Whipstead, I suppose I ought to say – were aware of it, because we made sure one of us was with you all the time. We kept a log.” She glanced at the pile of paperwork again. “Date, time, length of absence. Just in case.”

         “Just in case what?”

         “You didn’t come back,” said Miss Ackerbee simply, meeting Tess’s eye. “But you always did. And then you stopped.” She looked up, her gaze settling on Violet, who sat still as a stone on Tess’s head. “Which, incidentally, coincided with Violet’s arrival here at Ackerbee’s.”

         “So now Violet is from some other planet too?” Tess said, her voice wavering. “I really don’t—”

         “Violet is simply a spider,” interrupted Miss Ackerbee, “but she has one extraordinary quality – she was loved. By you. From the moment you saw her. And that was enough to keep you here.”

         The girl cradled the spider close against her chest, thinking about the day they’d first met. She remembered the magician who’d come to Ackerbee’s to entertain the girls one rainy afternoon. How he had pulled cards out of sleeves, handkerchiefs out of hats, and made shilling pieces appear from behind Miss Ackerbee’s ear. Most of all, Tess had been transfixed by the spider living on his lapel like a colourful brooch. That spider had been Violet’s mother, whose clutch of babies hadn’t long hatched. The tiny tarantulas had been like walking jewels and Tess had fallen in love with Violet as soon as she laid eyes on her.

         “Here you are then,” the magician had said, holding Violet out on the end of one finger, like a tiny black berry. “I’ll give her to you. Seems like you’re made for one another.” Tess remembered looking at Miss Ackerbee for permission, her dark eyes meeting the housemistress’s darker ones, and how Miss Ackerbee had nodded, smiling in bemusement at her odd little charge. Violet had crawled on to Tess’s shoulder that day and she’d never left.

         Tess brought herself back to the present, lifting Violet until she could look into her shining cluster of eyes. They were as familiar to her as her own.

         “And Violet was an anchor,” Miss Ackerbee continued. “A tether to this world, which kept you from slipping out of it. Rebecca and I worried what would happen to you if anything happened to Violet, but we were lucky. She’s robust and you take excellent care of her.” 

         Tess blinked hard, trying not to embarrass herself by letting the tears behind her lids leak on to her face. “It’s a lot to deal with, I know,” Miss Ackerbee said, removing a handkerchief from her sleeve and sliding it across the desk. “And we don’t have a lot of time. The man – his name is Mr Norton F. Cleat – will be returning in a few hours and he wants to take you with him.”

         “Who is he?” said Tess, wiping her nose with Miss Ackerbee’s handkerchief before scrunching it up and handing it back to her.

         “Why don’t you keep that one, dear, I have plenty,” Miss Ackerbee replied, waving the handkerchief away. Tess stuffed it into her pocket. “And as for our friend Mr Cleat, well, I simply don’t know who he is. But I know his claim to you has to be a weak one, no matter what legal papers he can conjure up. Proving it, however, will take time – time that we don’t have at the moment.”

         “But what does he want with me?”

         “Nothing good, I fear,” said Miss Ackerbee, gazing at Tess with concern. “Which means we need to think about what to do with you.”

         “Can I ask one more thing?” said Tess.

         “Of course, dear,” Miss Ackerbee replied, her smile suggesting she already knew what the question would be.

         “The man. The other one, I mean – the one in the circle in the air. Who was he?” 

         “It’s only my theory, Tess,” Miss Ackerbee replied, her voice measured and careful. “But I think – in fact I’m fairly certain because it could hardly be anyone else – I think that man was your father.”

      

   


   
      
         

            CHAPTER THREE

         

         Just then a sharp knock sounded on Miss Ackerbee’s door, making Tess jump.

         “Come in, Rebecca,” Miss Ackerbee called.

         “Tess’s things are ready,” said Rebecca, coming in and closing the door behind her. “Wilf gave me a hand with the lab bits and pieces.”

         “And you told her Tess has to go into quarantine?”

         “Hang on a minute,” Tess said before Rebecca had a chance to answer. “Quarantine?”

         “It’s what we’re going to tell the other girls, when they ask where you’ve gone,” Miss Ackerbee replied. She raised an eyebrow. “I’m sure not all of them will believe that you’ve been stricken with an infectious disease, but we’ll have to hope for the best.”

         Tess sank into her chair, feeling like her chest was folding in on top of itself. She stared at the blanket on Miss Ackerbee’s desk, wondering how on earth she’d gone from conducting experiments on seaweed to being told she was some sort of monster, all in one morning. She felt like a stranger in her own skin, but in another way she felt as though she finally had some of the answers she’d needed all her life.

         “You can have it, Tess, if you want it,” said Miss Ackerbee in a soft voice. Tess glanced up at her. “The blanket. It’s yours, after all.”

         Tess lifted it into her arms as though it still contained her baby self, and a fold of it fell open to reveal a name tag stitched carefully against a seam.

         “Teresita Mariana de Sousa,” she read, her eyes filling with tears again. “My name.”

         “It’s how we knew what to call you,” said Miss Ackerbee, her own voice thickening. “I wondered if your mother made it for you. It looks as though she might have.”

         “In another world?” whispered Tess, looking up at her housemistress. Two fat tears finally spilled out, pooling a little in her glasses before trickling to her chin.

         “That’s my belief, yes,” said Miss Ackerbee, straightening her shoulders and sniffing, just once. Her eyes were shining.

         “It’s almost one o’clock, Miss Ackerbee,” said Rebecca, behind Tess. “If we’re to get her going…” Her words trailed off as a cloud fell over Miss Ackerbee’s face. The housemistress nodded and got to her feet.

         “Tess,” she said, bending over her desk and leaning heavily on the flat of her palms. “You’ve got to leave the house now, I’m afraid. Just for a short time, we hope – until this Cleat person can be satisfied with going away empty-handed. But as soon as we can, we’ll come to fetch you home.”

         “Hang on – what? Where am I going?” Tess clutched the blanket tightly to herself.

         “To my sister’s house, in the country,” said Rebecca, coming to stand beside Tess’s chair. She kneeled, folding her hands in her lap, and looked up at Tess sympathetically. “Nobody knows about its connection to this house. So you should be safe there for a while. And I’ll stay with you all the time.”

         “But – wait.” Tess closed her eyes. She put the blanket carefully in her lap and took her glasses off, rubbing her damp eyes with the heel of one hand. “Just wait a minute.”

         “Tess, time is really against us…” Miss Ackerbee began, her voice low and anxious.

         “Miss Ackerbee – please. Why is this man – Mr Cleat? – why is he coming for me? Why does he want me in particular?” She licked her lips, put her glasses back on and stared at Miss Ackerbee.

         “What difference does it make?” said Rebecca. Tess turned to look at her. “He’s not having you, and that’s that.” 

         Tess turned back to the housemistress. “But there has to be a reason. How does he even know about me? If what you’re saying is true. If – if I’m not – if I’m not supposed to be here?” Tess struggled to find the words, but Miss Ackerbee knew what she meant.

         “I can’t explain that, Tess. I truly don’t know. But as soon as I saw your name on his documents, I knew we had to keep you safe. We have to get you away from here.”

         “But—” Tess began.

         Miss Ackerbee leaned forwards, her words urgent. She fixed Tess with a stare. “Your father left you here to save you from something. He must have had a good reason! If he brought you here, somehow, from another reality, hoping you’d find a loving home far away from the world you were born into, how can I possibly betray that by giving you up now?”

         “But – just listen!” Tess scrunched her hands into fists, and Miss Ackerbee leaned back a little. “Mr Cleat might be looking for me because he knows something about me – like, maybe, about these things I can do, the things you’ve been telling me about?”

         “Well, yes. Of course. I can’t think of any other reason,” said the housemistress, sinking back into her chair. She frowned slightly as she looked at Tess. “He claimed he was related to you, but I don’t see how that’s possible. Plus,” she continued, her face hardening, “he didn’t seem like the type of person I’d trust to care for a dog, let alone a child.”

         “But don’t you see? If he knows something about me,” Tess persisted, “I have to go with him, not run away.”

         “What?” Rebecca got to her feet in a hurry. “Go with him? What sort of scheme is that?”

         “But if he knows something about me, Miss Ackerbee, maybe he can tell me who I am? Where I came from?” Tess swallowed a lump in her throat. “Where my parents are?”

         “There has to be another way, Tess,” Miss Ackerbee said, her eyes dull with sorrow.

         “But there isn’t, is there?” Tess replied. “It’s been twelve years and this is the first time there’s been any hint that anyone outside of this house has ever even heard of me. This might be my only chance.”

         A long moment of silence passed. “It’s a risky strategy,” said Miss Ackerbee finally, her steady gaze on Tess’s face. “I don’t like the idea of you being all alone, trying to figure things out by yourself while this man holds all the cards.”

         “He doesn’t hold all the cards.” Tess sunk her fingers into the blanket. “You’ve told me as much about me as you can. He doesn’t know I know. That gives me a card or two, doesn’t it?”

         Miss Ackerbee smiled. “I’d say it gives you a royal flush,” she said.

         “So – am I hearing right?” said Rebecca, putting her hands on her hips and striding away from Tess across the room. “Are you proposing we send one of our charges into goodness knows what sort of danger? This isn’t right, Aurelia.” She cut a glance at Tess and cleared her throat. “I mean, Miss Ackerbee.”

         Miss Ackerbee leaned across her desk and took a sheet of notepaper in her hand. Quickly, in her neat writing, she printed a telephone number. “Take this,” she told Tess, handing her the paper, “and keep it somewhere about yourself, always. It’s the number for this house. If you need me, you get to a telephone and ask the operator to connect you here. Simply say the word ‘quicksilver’ and I will know you need help. Do you understand?”

         “Quicksilver,” Tess repeated. “Atomic number 80. Atomic symbol Hg.” She blinked, looking up at Miss Ackerbee. “I won’t forget.”

         “I know,” Miss Ackerbee said, capping her fountain pen. She got to her feet. “Right. Why don’t you go and finish packing, Tess, and we’ll wait here for Mr Cleat. You can meet him yourself and if your instinct tells you not to go with him, I will fight with everything I have to keep you here. If however you wish to leave, you may go with my blessing and I will be waiting here for you until you return.”

         “This is lunacy,” Rebecca muttered. She turned away from Tess to face the corner of the room. “Utter madness.”

         “I’m sorry, my dear,” Miss Ackerbee said, her words soft. “I hate to go against you like this, but I have to admit that I agree with Tess. This is her chance to find the answers neither you nor I can give her – answers she’s entitled to. Anyway, she can always come home, once –” she paused, swallowing hard – “once it’s all over. We’ll find a way.”

         Tess saw Rebecca shaking her head, but she didn’t say anything else.

         “Thank you, Miss Ackerbee,” said Tess getting to her feet. The hair on top of her head sat up and Tess glanced at her own forehead. “Violet says thanks too.”

         “The best way to thank me is to come home safe – both of you,” Miss Ackerbee replied. “And you’re to write to me every single week, without fail. I shall miss you terribly.” She turned away, quickly, as if to busy herself with putting away some documents, and Tess felt Rebecca’s hand on her shoulder. She allowed herself to be led out of the room, feeling like her ears were stuffed with cotton and her heart was a banging gong.

      

   


   
      
         

            CHAPTER FOUR

         

         Tess sat on her half-made bed, her mind in a muddle. Rebecca had already packed away most of her clothes and books but she’d left Tess’s nightie, her toothbrush and her treasures box untouched. These things now sat around Tess like a fallen army, forgotten, as she stared at the blanket in her hands.

         Then the door banged open. Two of her dorm-mates, Priscilla and Proserpina – who weren’t sisters, but really should have been – walked in, gabbling away to one another about hockey, as usual. They stopped short and fell silent when they saw Tess, taking in the scene.

         “Are you getting adopted?” Prissy came to sit on Tess’s bed, dropping so heavily on to it that Tess bounced a little.

         “You simply must tell us all about it,” said Prossy, sitting on the next bed, her face alight with excitement. 

         “Are they marvellous? Do they have a summer house?” Prissy, who read a lot of books about orphans coming into riches, clutched her chest and closed her eyes. “Do they sail?”

         “I – um. Actually, I’m going into quarantine,” Tess said. Prissy immediately clapped one hand over her mouth and nose, rather overdramatically, while Prossy recoiled a bit, looking disgusted.

         “What do you have?” she asked, her face screwing up even further.

         Tess drew a blank. Miss Ackerbee forgot to tell me what my fake disease is, she thought. Typical. “I – um. I don’t think it’s too contagious.”

         “Still,” said Prissy, her words muffled by her fingers. “If they’re sending you away, it must be fairly serious.”

         Tess sighed. “If you were going to catch it, you’d have caught it by now.”

         Prissy looked suspicious, but she dropped her hand. “Where are you going?” she asked. “Is it far away?” Tess wondered if there was a hopeful note in her voice.

         “No idea,” she answered truthfully. “I hope he’ll tell me when he gets here.”

         “Who?” Prossy said, frowning at Tess.

         “Mr Cleat,” Tess said, wishing she could bite the words back as soon as they left her mouth. “I mean – I think that’s his name.” 

         “Is he a doctor?” Prissy asked.

         “I hope not,” Tess said fervently.

         “Is he some ancient warty beast?” asked Prossy with a shudder.

         “Ooh! Maybe he’ll keep you locked in a tower,” said Prissy, getting lost in the drama of the moment. “And you’ll have to fashion tiny paper birds with things like Help me! written on them in your best calligraphy, and send them out the window hoping some handsome passing prince will find them and come to rescue you.”

         “You do talk such nonsense, Priss,” said Prossy. “Where would she get paper, locked in a tower?” Prissy scowled at her.

         “Nobody is getting locked anywhere,” said Tess, hoping she was right about that part. “And if I do get locked in a tower, I’ll find my own way out, thank you very much.”

         “You’re no fun, either of you,” grumbled Prissy.

         “Anyway,” Prossy said, rolling her eyes. “How long will you be away for?”

         “I’m not sure,” Tess replied, settling the blanket on her lap. The object was buried within it, and Tess made sure it wasn’t visible. She liked Prissy and Prossy, but not that much.

         Prissy wrinkled her nose as she stared at Violet. “And is he letting you bring that?” she said.

         “Yes,” Tess answered in an incredulous tone. “At least, I’m bringing her, no matter what he says.” 

         “Mm,” said Prossy, tossing her thick plait over one shoulder. She crossed her legs, rotating one foot impatiently. “What about all your tubes and bottles and springs and things?”

         “My equipment,” Tess answered, “is also coming. I’m this close to a breakthrough.” Prissy simply raised her eyebrows at that.

         All three of them jumped as the door to the dorm burst open again and a third-floor girl stuck her head into the room. “There’s a man outside!” she called breathlessly. “And you should see his car!”

         Tess felt like someone had doused her in a bucket of icy water. He’s here.

         Prossy went to the nearest window and peered out through it; Prissy joined her a heartbeat later. They looked out at Mr Cleat and then they looked at one another.

         “I think this calls for our best dresses,” Prissy said, and Prossy nodded. They pulled themselves away from the window and began to rummage through their wardrobes. Tess ignored them and began to walk slowly to the window herself, unsure even as she looked out whether she wanted to see.

         A man stood beside a long sleek black car. He held his hat in his hands as he squinted up at the façade of Ackerbee’s Home for Lost and Foundlings. He had a thin moustache, hair slicked back with pomade, and a smart suit. He was younger than Tess had expected. As she watched, he began to approach the house, eventually vanishing from sight.

         “Smarmy, isn’t he?” came a voice at her shoulder. Tess didn’t need to turn to know it was Wilf.

         “Like a crocodile wearing a human,” Tess agreed.

         “You’re not actually going to go, are you?”

         Tess looked at her friend. She didn’t even have to ask; of course Rebecca would have told her the truth. Wilf was as reliable as a rock and she never broke her word. “I have to,” she replied, and Wilf’s only answer was to frown.

         Tess threw a glance at Prissy and Prossy. They were knee-deep in hand-me-down lemon-yellow organza, the dresses dotted with the stitches of their many previous owners, and were paying them no heed. Then she looked at Wilf. “Come here,” she whispered, walking back to her bed. She flipped up the blanket to reveal the object, and Wilf stood staring at it for a long moment.

         “What is it?” Wilf asked.

         Tess shrugged. “I don’t know yet,” she said. “But I know it might help me find out who I am. Where I came from.”

         “But you know who you are,” Wilf protested. “And who cares where you came from?”

         Tess deflated. “It’s all right for you,” she said. “You know all that stuff. I don’t. I never have and it leaves a hole, you know? It makes me feel like I don’t belong anywhere.”

         “Of course you belong. It’s idiotic to think that you don’t,” Wilf scoffed.

         Tess took a deep breath, an ache settling inside her chest. “You don’t understand,” she said, folding the blanket back over the small round object.

         “What do you mean?” Wilf’s voice was as miserable as her expression. “How can you say I don’t understand?”

         Tess bit her lip, flooded with remorse. “Forget I said it,” she replied.

         “No, it’s all right,” Wilf said, wrapping her hurt up inside herself. “Don’t worry about it. You just go off and have a jolly old time with your new dad. We’ll be fine here without you.”

         “Wilf, please,” Tess began, throwing her hands in the air, but the other girl turned on her heel and strode out of the room. Prissy and Prossy watched her go, their eyes round.

         “Trouble in paradise?” Prissy asked.

         “Oh, give it a rest,” Tess muttered, turning back to her suitcase. She shoved everything on her bed into it haphazardly and then had second thoughts. She upturned the suitcase, retrieved the object and put it in her pocket, then repacked the suitcase, all through a haze of angry tears.

         “Tess?” came a quiet voice. She turned, a fresh apology to Wilf on her lips, but saw Rebecca in the doorway instead. The teacher’s pale face was like a curl of dough, and she looked as though she’d received a lifetime’s worth of bad news all at once. “Could you come down to Miss Ackerbee’s study, please? Quick as you can.” 

         Tess picked up her case and took a step or two into the middle of the floor, while Prissy and Prossy stood awkwardly beside their beds, respectively wearing their best and second-best dress. Rebecca glanced at them, which turned into a full-on glare, and the girls immediately began to pull off the fancy taffeta and silk, looking embarrassed.

         “He’s here?” Tess said, and Rebecca looked at her.

         “Ahead of schedule, yes,” she answered, holding out a hand. “And he’s not in the mood to wait.” Tess walked to Rebecca and took her hand, gripping her suitcase tightly with the other.

         “We’ll miss you, you odd little creature,” Prossy said in her making-the-best-of-it voice.

         Tess looked at her and tried to smile. “Hope you get a nice new dorm-mate.”

         “One without livestock would be my preference,” Prissy muttered. “Not that there’s anything wrong with living with a tarantula as such,” she added, as Violet gave her a reproachful stare from her perch atop Tess’s head.

         Rebecca squeezed Tess’s hand. “Come on now,” she urged gently. Prissy and Prossy stood at the end of their beds, looking like they didn’t know what to do with their hands. Tess sucked hard on her lower lip, blinking up at them.

         “See you later,” she said, and then she was gone.

      

   


   
      
         

            CHAPTER FIVE

         

         Mr Cleat got to his feet as Tess entered the room. He wore a dove-grey three-piece suit, very shiny shoes and a grin that seemed rather too pleased with itself for Tess’s liking. His eyes were very blue, and even from all the way across the room they seemed sharp and piercing, like daggers ready to be thrown.

         “So here she is,” he said. “It’s a pleasure, Tess.”

         “Tess, I’d like you to meet Mr Cleat,” Miss Ackerbee said, rising from her own chair and walking round her desk. Tess stood in the middle of the floor, clutching her suitcase to her front.

         “Say hello, Tess,” Rebecca muttered, and the sound of her voice snapped Tess out of her daydream.

         “Oh, that’s all right!” Mr Cleat said, laughing too loudly. “It’s all a bit much, I expect, learning you’re not alone in the world any more. That you have family. I can only imagine how it feels.”

         “Tess has always had a family,” Miss Ackerbee responded to nobody in particular, her voice crisp.

         Mr Cleat turned to her and inclined his head politely. “Quite so. No offence intended, Miss Ackerbee. I trust, however, that you appreciate the distinction I’m trying to make.”

         Miss Ackerbee gave no reply and didn’t so much as glance in Mr Cleat’s direction. “Tess, I told you earlier today that the choice to leave was yours.” She kept her steady gaze on Tess’s panicked one. “You will always have a home here. But neither I nor Miss Whipstead –” Tess glanced at Rebecca, who was bristling a bit at the use of her proper name – “have ever stood in the way of any girl who wished to leave us, for any reason. I will not stand in yours either.”

         Miss Ackerbee paused, blinking hard. “You’ve been with us practically since the day you were born, Tess. I love all my charges equally, but you – well. Rebecca and I have raised you like our own daughter. Nonetheless, your wishes for your future will be respected.” She cut a glare at Mr Cleat. “By all the adults present, I trust.”

         Tess’s mouth fell open as she struggled to find the words to reply.

         “I might remind everyone that I have legal papers here, to bolster my claim to Tess,” Mr Cleat interjected. He gestured to a slim folder sitting on Miss Ackerbee’s desk. “It’s not so much a case of allowing the child to make her own choices, as ensuring she lives in the correct and most appropriate place for her. Which is, I’m sure we’ll all agree, with a family member.”

         “The most appropriate place for Tess is here,” Rebecca muttered.

         Tess looked at Mr Cleat. His hair shone in the daylight coming through Miss Ackerbee’s tall windows, and she could hear the faint sounds of the city rolling past outside. The view from those windows was all that Tess had ever known; the wide River Plura flowing past Ackerbee’s front door, spanned by the mighty Carlisle Bridge, which led straight to the heart of the city of Hurdleford, and the busy quays along the riverside that buzzed with trade and crowds and familiar sights and sounds. She couldn’t imagine looking out of a window and seeing something else, a totally different world with unfamiliar things and people in it.

         “I want to stay,” she said, her heart thudding in her chest at the thought of what that decision meant and everything she was losing as a result. It didn’t feel good but it felt right, and Tess tried to quieten her conscience. Miss Ackerbee’s face relaxed into a smile, the lines around her dark eyes softening as she gazed at Tess steadily through the lenses of her gold-rimmed spectacles. 

         “Well, that’s that. We’ll make the appropriate arrangements and I’m sure Mr Cleat—”

         “Mr Cleat is going nowhere,” the stranger in the room retorted. “Not without the child, at least.”

         “Sir, you heard Tess’s wishes,” Miss Ackerbee replied in a voice like flint.

         “And, madam, you have seen the contents of this folder.” He tapped it with one long finger. “Tess is the heir of my great-great-uncle-in-law, late of Hurdleford. I am her only living relative, albeit a distant one, and I am the executor of the deceased gentleman’s estate. My claim –” he leaned across the desk – “outweighs yours.”

         “I have never claimed a child in my life,” Miss Ackerbee said, her arms clasped at her waist like a barrier. “Children are not parcels, Mr Cleat, nor objects to be traded. For me, their wishes about their own lives are paramount.”

         Mr Cleat’s mouth twisted. “Luckily for those of us who set our stock in the law then, that people like you are not in charge of things.”

         “Enough of this,” Rebecca snapped. “Tess has made her feelings clear and that’s the end of the matter. If you want to discuss a plan for future visits, Mr Cleat, I’m sure we can accommodate you, but if not I’m going to have to ask you to leave.”

         Mr Cleat’s nostrils flared as he turned to the folder on Miss Ackerbee’s table. He began to flip through it. “My great-great-uncle’s will,” he declared, pointing to a document, “which clearly sets out his relationship to Tess, and which creates, in law, a cast-iron connection between my family and hers. And any family connection invalidates her right to stay here.” He looked around, an air of faint disgust on his face as he took in the slightly shabby room. “As fine an establishment as it is, Tess’s presence here robs a deserving orphan of her place beneath your roof. It’s hardly fair, is it?”

         “Can’t you at least wait until my own lawyers can look over your paperwork?” Miss Ackerbee said. “A week at most. That’s all I ask.”

         Mr Cleat slapped the folder shut. “I’m afraid not, Miss Ackerbee,” he said. “The nature of my business is such that I can’t predict when I’m going to be out of the country or called away from the city. So it’s best if I bring Tess home now, and we can discuss any loose ends at a later date.”

         Tess’s heart began to race. “But I am home,” she said, squeezing hard on the handle of her suitcase.

         Mr Cleat walked towards Tess and then got down on one knee so that his face was almost level with hers. He pressed his thin lips together into a short-lived smile. “I promise you, you’ll be happy in this new life I’m offering. This inheritance makes you rather a well-off girl – or at least it will, when you’re older. Until then, I’m to be your guardian. You can come and visit your friends here whenever you want.” He paused, studying Tess carefully with his sharp blue eyes. “Give me a chance.”

         Violet chose this moment to shift position on top of Tess’s head and Mr Cleat leaned back quickly, his eyes widening. “Settle down, girl,” Tess whispered, reaching up to her.

         “Whatever’s that?” Mr Cleat said, staring at Violet.

         “Violet comes with me. Wherever I go, she comes too,” Tess said.

         Mr Cleat forced himself to smile. “Well then. I welcome both of you.”

         “Tess,” Miss Ackerbee said, her voice low. “There’s no need—”

         “Ah, but there’s one more thing in here I haven’t yet shown you,” Mr Cleat interrupted, getting to his feet. He picked up the folder again and flicked to a different document. “A court order, Miss Ackerbee. One declaring me Tess’s legal guardian and your status over her null and void. After all,” he continued triumphantly, “you can’t prove the circumstances of Tess’s arrival here. I wonder if a thorough investigation into all your charges is in order? Just to be on the safe side, of course.” Tess saw Miss Ackerbee’s face crumple.

         “What does that mean?” Tess asked, willing her housemistress to make things right.

         “It means,” Miss Ackerbee replied, her eyes shiny with fresh tears, “that we have to let you go or risk losing all our girls while a baseless examination of our methods takes place.”

         Tess swallowed hard. Violet settled in the nest she habitually made in Tess’s hair, thrumming as gently as a plucked string, but not even that could make Tess feel better.

         “There has to be something we can do,” Rebecca said, stepping forwards to put her hands on Tess’s shoulders.
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