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PART I

Rebirth

August—September, 1876


CHAPTER ONE

Shadows in the Sky

I was still mortal, the night it all began. My dreams were still my own. I still believed what my parents told me.

My sister Gladys and I were on our way to a ball, riding in a coach over a bumpy road. Outside, the grassy English countryside passed us by, a dark sky warning us of a coming storm. Pearly white fog licked the windows, its curious tendrils threatening to creep inside.

Gladys sat across from me, her face slack with boredom. “They’re going to think you’re in mourning,” she said. “We’re going to spend the whole night telling everyone ‘No, our parents are most certainly alive.’”

Her comment was due to the fact that I was wearing a black dress. Her own glistened gold and flattered her figure, an hourglass next to my pear. She would undoubtedly acquire many suitors tonight. Our parents had already taken their own coach to the ball a half-hour prior, and when Gladys and I arrived, Father would inevitably introduce us to gentlemen of dull wit and duller demeanor. Our family had money thanks to Father’s business, but we lacked titles. As I was twenty, and Gladys eighteen, Father had decided it was time for us to elevate the family name.

“I’m surprised you don’t want to make a better impression,” Gladys remarked. “There will be gentlemen at this ball. Gentlemen with titles. But have it your way. I’ll shine all the brighter standing next to you.”

“Yes, you’ll be perfectly gaudy,” I said. “They’ll be covering their eyes.” I continued to gaze out the window, not giving her the satisfaction of eye contact. Gladys knew I was lonely; we were only late at all because I’d spent an hour in front of the looking glass, obsessing over my every flaw. All the while, Father’s words had echoed through my mind: “There is only one path before you, Maraina. You will wed a gentleman with a title, and you will bear his children.” The threat went unspoken, but I’d heard it in the sharpness of his voice.

Outside, the fog continued to caress the window, blanketing the fields beyond with murky white air. I heard a distant echo—wind being swept up again and again, like from the beating of vast, leathery wings. “I understand if you feel like there’s no use trying,” Gladys replied, her face splitting into a malicious grin. “A nicer dress won’t fix those bloated cheeks. And we both know your suitors only want you for Father’s money. Why, any one of them would probably murder you once it’s in their hands! Better for you to end up a bitter old spinster. You’ll be alone, but at least you’ll be alive.”

Trembling with rage, I finally turned to face her. “Perhaps you will be no less alone. Perhaps your poor husband will kill himself once he’s realized what a shrew he’s married.”

Gladys’s eyes widened. “What an awful thing to say!” She looked ready to retort with something just as mean, but our coach suddenly jolted to a violent halt, nearly jerking us from our seats.

“What happened?” Gladys asked, making no attempt to investigate.

As I opened the window and stuck my head out, I felt the cold caress of night. The horses, Bastion and Badger, were stationary. Our driver had climbed down into the mud and was in the process of tying them to a tree beside the road.

“Mr. Stephens?” I called. “Is something wrong?”

He turned around to look at me. He was a portly man, whose large eyes made him appear perpetually bewildered. “Apologies, m’lady,” he said. “A carcass is blocking our path.”

I looked past him, and saw a large dead cow lying in the middle of the road. It looked impossible to circumvent. The horses whined, obviously restless.

“Strange, really,” Mr. Stephens said as he approached the carcass. “I’m not aware of any nearby cattle farms.”

I, too, was perplexed. To the left and right of the road, there was naught but tall grass and the occasional tree. Where had this cow come from?

“Be careful, Sister,” Gladys called. “You might fall out, and then we’ll never get you off the ground!”

“Hush, Gladys,” I hissed.

Mr. Stephens grasped the bovine by the horns and pulled with all his might. “Won’t . . . take . . . long!”

I hoped he was right; heavy grey clouds churned above us, and the air was freezing against my skin.

I sensed movement in the corner of my eye. Rain? I looked up, and saw something drifting down like a great black veil, preparing to shroud us in a greater darkness. I could not see it clearly—its shape was obscured by the clouds—but the dark thing fell faster and faster, until suddenly it was upon us, swooping like an owl.

In the blink of an eye, Mr. Stephens vanished. Startled, I attempted to make sense of what I’d just witnessed. It didn’t make sense for something to pull Mr. Stephens into the sky. Surely he had simply hidden himself—behind the bovine, perhaps? But then I heard screaming from above, and saw a figure fall from the sky, only to crash into the field beside us with a dull thud.

The screaming stopped. The blood drained from my face. I heard a great rumble of thunder.

“Mr. Stephens?” I tried to shout, but my voice was scarcely more than a whisper.

The sky flashed with distant lightning, and in that split-second I saw the dark shape again, circling above us like a vulture. Bastion and Badger whinnied and tried to pull away from the tree, to no avail.

“Gladys,” I whispered, staring up at the churning darkness. “There’s something up there . . . ”

“What?” Her voice was loud and shrill. “Maraina, I can’t hear you.”

I couldn’t take my eyes off the dark shape. It was too large to be a bird or a bat. Large enough to lift a grown man into the sky . . .

I pulled my head back into the coach. “There’s something up there, and I think it just killed our driver.”

Gladys’s eyes widened, more from confusion than fear. “I don’t understand. Mr. Stephens is . . . gone? We’re stranded?”

“We can’t be stranded,” I said, my voice trembling. “We can’t stay here . . . ”

A scream of pain erupted from somewhere nearby. I gasped. “It’s Mr. Stephens. He’s alive!”

While I didn’t want to leave the coach, we couldn’t remain here and wait to be attacked. I opened the door and scampered into the grass, hoping the creature wouldn’t see me.

“Maraina, what are you doing?” Gladys called from the coach.

Mr. Stephens continued to wail in agony. I followed the sound of his cries, hunching over to keep low.

Blades of grass scratched my skin as I trudged through it, so tall that I could no longer be sure whether I was going the right way. I stopped to listen for another scream.

The grass rustled behind me, and my legs turned to stone. I had no weapons. No way to defend myself. And the rustling sound was only getting louder.

I whirled around.

The grass parted, revealing Gladys’s face. I practically panted in relief.

“I couldn’t stay in there alone,” she said. “Maraina, I think you’re right. Something’s up there.”

I nodded shakily. “Come on, then.”

We moved through the grass, still hunched over, until at last we came upon Mr. Stephens. He lay on his back, crushing the grass beneath him. He had a gash across his face, and his leg was bent in the wrong direction.

“Goodness,” I murmured, bringing my hand to my mouth.

His face was twisted in pain, teeth bared as his cheeks pushed up into his eyes. “What are you doing out here?” he croaked. “You should ride off. Leave me behind.”

“He’s right,” said Gladys. “We should go.”

“We’re not leaving him,” I said sternly. “And if we ride off, that thing in the sky will chase us.”

Mr. Stephens grunted in pain. “There’s a musket in the trunk. If you get me back there, I can shoot the beast.”

Gladys and I hoisted up Mr. Stephens and carried him back to the coach, moving far more slowly than I would have liked. All the while, the rain pelted our faces with sharp cold drops, mingling with the blood on Mr. Stephens’ face. When we reached the edge of the field, Gladys hissed, “Wait.”

I saw it too: something was perched on the coach, bending down to look through the window. It was about the size of a very tall man. It lingered a moment, then spread bat-like wings, each one as long as a horse’s body, and darted up into the air.

At that moment, I felt the same dizzying sensation many other mortals did only months later: that of my entire concept of reality crumbling under the weight of a seemingly impossible fact. I was bearing witness to a monster that should not be. Nonetheless, my sister and I were in danger, and I had to do what I could to ensure our survival.

“Wait here,” I said, dropping my end of Mr. Stephens. Gladys struggled to keep hold of him; she was very petite, and hadn’t lifted anything half as heavy her entire life.

“Come back!” she called. “I can’t carry him on my own.”

Ignoring her, I rushed over to the coach and opened the trunk to find an Enfield rifle-musket. I pulled it out and whirled around, half-expecting the creature to already be upon me.

“Bring it to me, m’lady,” said Mr. Stephens. “It should already be loaded.”

I looked down at the gun. Now that we’d come to it, this didn’t sound like such a fine plan. The man was crippled. How could he possibly aim?

The shape swooped down at the other end of the road and sped towards us. There wasn’t time to hand Mr. Stephens the rifle.

My parents had always told me to know my place. Gentlemen don’t like bold women, they said, so be soft-spoken. Be agreeable.

Tonight, being agreeable was likely to get us all killed.

I lifted the rifle andtook aim myself.

“M’lady, no!” Mr. Stephens cried out.

Lightning illuminated the air once again. This time the creature was close enough that for a split-second I saw it clearly . . . though I couldn’t make sense of what I saw. Its shape was humanoid, aside from those massive wings. I did not have time to see its face, but I did glimpse a silver, ruby-encrusted ring on a pale finger. What monster wore jewelry?

I put the question out of my mind and pulled the trigger.

Nothing happened.

“Toss it to me, m’lady,” Mr. Stephens said.

Of course—the safety hammer. I pulled it back, revealing the nipple, and readied the weapon again. By now, the creature was only feet away, reaching out towards me with shadowy claws.

“Maraina!” Gladys shrieked.

I fired.

The blast sent ringing through my ears, and the recoil made me feel like my arm had been torn from its socket. I squinted, rubbing my shoulder. The creature was sprawled on the ground, hands shielding its face, blood leaking through its fingers. It let out an all-too-human scream, which only became louder as my hearing returned.

After a moment, the creature rose to its full height and spread its wings once more. It loomed over at me, its face still shrouded in shadows. I aimed the rifle, threatening to shoot again, but the creature raised a hand, as if to reason with me. Then it kicked off the ground and disappeared into the rainswept night.

“Is it gone?” Gladys whispered.

I stared up, searching for any sign that the creature was still around. “I don’t know,” I said. “But even if it isn’t, we should be. I feel like a worm in a bird’s nest.”

We went to Bastion and Badger, who were by now completely terrified, frantically trying to pull away from the tree. It took some time to calm them down, but they eventually seemed to realize that if they obeyed us, they would be allowed to leave this terrible place. We decided to ride them back, as Mr. Stephens could not drive in his condition.

Gladys and I hoisted Mr. Stephens up onto Badger. “Ride with him,” I told her. “I’ll untie the horses.”

My sister gave me a sour look. “Are we really going back home?”

“Do you want to attend the ball covered in mud?” I asked.

Gladys looked down at her dress and sighed. “No. Fine. We’ll go back.” She joined Mr. Stephens on top of Badger. I untied them, and then Bastion, who I mounted myself.

As we rode back to Blackwood Manor, I had the sensation that the creature was still watching me—staring down from the darkness above, curious about the woman who had shot it.

I kept the rifle by my side the entire journey home.


CHAPTER TWO

A Splendid Nightmare

When I was eleven, my cousin Amelia visited my family and me at Blackwood Manor. She was only a few years older than I was, so my parents expected me to entertain her.

Blackwood Manor was large, filled with paneled walls, embroidered pillows, and all the comforts money could buy. Growing up, I took every inch of it for granted.

My favorite room was our expansive library, which contained hundreds of wonderful books. Naturally, when Amelia asked me what there was to do at the manor, a tour of the library was the first thing I suggested.

“Are there any math books?” Amelia asked, eyes lighting up in excitement. “I find math ever so much fun!”

“I don’t see why there wouldn’t be,” I said, but I’d never felt the need to check. I preferred fairy tales—stories of chivalrous knights, dragons, and princesses whose beauty I hoped to one day possess. I did not share my cousin’s fascination with numbers, but all the same I helped her find the appropriate section. Using the ladder, she reached up to a very high shelf and grabbed a large textbook. My father had kept it from his days at Oxford, and likely didn’t expect anyone else to ever look at it. That was probably why things turned out the way they did.

As Amelia flipped through the book, dozens of postcards fell out, surprising us both. I crouched down to look at them, and was confronted with images of women baring their bodies. Some were even accompanied by men.

Amelia blushed. “We should put these back in,” she said.

“Why?” I asked. The postcards were certainly more interesting than numbers.

“What are you girls up to?” came a voice. Mother had entered the room, and was walking towards us. Amelia’s blush disappeared instantly. She scrambled to put the postcards back into the book, but before she could get them all, Mother saw them and screamed.

Mother spoke to Father, and then together they spoke to Amelia’s parents. Soon, my cousin was whisked away from Blackwood Manor, never to return.

My parents were quick to have a word with me, as well. They waited by the fireplace, their faces orange from the flames, but hard as ice.

I felt very nervous as I entered the room. I wanted to explain myself, to say something that would get me out of trouble, but I was afraid to even open my mouth. The fact was, Father terrified me. He was a giant, with a beard larger than my entire head, and beady eyes that were usually squinting, because he was too ashamed to wear the spectacles he needed.

Mother had a Rubenesque figure that was even broader than my own, but I never saw her as obese, even though I saw myself as such. She was, in general, a very kind woman. She would check on me during my sulking fits, and tell me that I was beautiful when no one else would. But one thing she would never, ever do was raise her voice to Father, no matter how he treated Gladys and me. Mother clung to the idea that she had to submit to Father’s will, that his feelings and beliefs mattered above all others. She would support whatever punishment he deigned to give me.

“Don’t worry, Maraina,” Father told me. “You won’t be held accountable for what happened. It is clear that Amelia smuggled those depraved postcards in.”

I was perplexed. “She didn’t bring the postcards. They fell out of that book.”

“Perhaps in your confusion it seemed that way, but I would never allow such material in my library.”

Mother gave Father a skeptical look, but did not question him. “According to her parents, Amelia was familiar with performing what we call the bad touch.”

“What is that, Mama?”

Mother looked once more at Father, her gaze nervous. “It is a way of touching your body that is . . . wrong. I will not describe it. All you must know is that it causes blindness, hysteria—even insanity. And it will ensure you go to Hell.”

I did not understand, but I felt a pang of worry all the same. “Is that what will happen to Amelia?”

“I certainly hope not,” said Mother. “But she has been punished for it before, and it seems she has not learned her lesson. Her parents are consulting a surgeon who may be able to cure her condition. They mentioned an operation that, with any luck, will save her soul. They call it the cure for the disobedient wife . . . or the disobedient daughter, as the case may be.”

“What does the operation do?”

Mother became very stiff. “The source of the sin will be removed.” She leaned in close, taking my hand. “Maraina . . . promise me now that you will not make the same mistakes as your cousin.”

I still didn’t understand what Amelia had done, but from the way Mother’s eyes bored into me, I knew that I had no choice. “I promise,” I said.

Amelia wrote to me, years after the incident. The shaky handwriting stated:

It really isn’t so bad, Cousin. The bible studies are making me a purer and happier person, the bland diet is giving me the mild demeanor all women should strive for, and the cut they made between my legs has finally stopped hurting. I am no longer tempted to touch that most sinful of places, for I can derive no pleasure from it any longer—only a painful reminder of the ruin I inflicted upon myself.

It would have been easier to believe these words had Amelia not hung herself only months after sending them.

Eventually, I realized what Mother had meant by the “bad touch.” I cannot point to a specific moment, but sometime in my early adolescence, sleeping at night became challenging. Alone in my dark bedroom, with my dress finally shed, I couldn’t help but dream of beautiful boys I’d encountered. As I imagined them, I would feel a hunger so strong that it disturbed me.

I never let myself perform the “bad touch,” for I was afraid of ending up like Amelia. But the agonizing frustration never truly went away, no matter how much I told myself it had.

~

“Are you all right, Maraina?” Mother asked me, a twinge of sadness in her eyes.

It was breakfast, and I’d eaten too much again. I had consumed two sausages, three pieces of bacon, a scone, two slices of toast, and a bowl of fruit. I told myself that I had a good reason this time; I’d been attacked by a monster, the likes of which had no business existing in the first place. But didn’t I always have an excuse?

“I’m fine, Mama,” I answered. “I am merely exhausted from last night’s fiasco.”

Gladys met my eyes from across the table, her own swimming with anxiety. We had managed to keep the events of the night before a secret. When our parents had returned to Blackwood Manor, we had told them that Mr. Stephens had unfortunately fallen off the coach, requiring us to help him back up and turn around.

Gladys, Mr. Stephens and I had all agreed to this necessary lie, as Father would think us mad if we told him the truth. I couldn’t believe that Gladys hadn’t told him already; I’d expected her to jump at the chance to ruin me. But so far, everyone had stuck to the plan. Mother had sent for a doctor, and now the delirious Mr. Stephens was being cared for.

Still, I couldn’t shake the image of the winged creature from my mind. It was all that I could do to not bury the memory under helping after helping of scones and jam.

Father looked down the table as if he were a king, and us his subjects. As was his custom, he lit his cigar when he was done eating. He coughed, and ash fell into his bird’s nest of a beard.

“A terrible shame you had to turn around,” he said. “I intended to introduce you to some very notable gentlemen.”

“Gentlemen with titles,” sighed Gladys.

“Indeed.” Father’s eyes fixed upon me and narrowed in obvious concern. Father saw me as one of the only two bargaining chips he possessed, and thus far I’d proven absolutely worthless to him. “Fortunately, there may be another occasion with possibilities of its own.” He pulled a letter from his pocket, cleared his throat, and read:

“Dear Benjamin Blackwood: You and your family are invited to a unique event: a concerto aboard an airship. Yes, that’s right—a concerto in the sky!”

Gladys clapped her hands excitedly. “Oh, my! I’ve always wanted to fly in an airship.”

“I as well,” said Father. “It continues: The airship has been built and properly tested by some of the finest aerial mechanics in Europe, based on designs I helped create. It is sure to stay aloft regardless of the night’s weather, even with the concerto’s many attendees aboard.”

“How wonderful,” said Gladys. “We simply must go.”

“That’s the ticket,” said Father. “This adventure is free of charge, but open to a select few. Bring no friends with you, and speak to no one about it, for only those invited will be allowed on board. Be honored that your family has been among those chosen for this exclusive opportunity. Should you still be ambivalent, it should also be said that failure to attend may leave you ill-informed about upcoming events that could impact your well-being.”

“He doesn’t really think we won’t tell anyone, does he?” Gladys snickered.

“What does he mean by that last part?” asked Mother. “Who is this letter from?”

“It is signed by the concerto’s very performer,” said Father. “Alkin Beauxdera.”

Mother dropped her fork onto her plate with a loud clatter. “Mr. Beauxdera?”

Father was startled. “Something the matter, dear?”

“No,” said Mother. “Of course not.” She toyed with her salad, not bringing it into her mouth. “It’s just . . . I remember reading about an airship crashing last year.”

I was not sure I believed this. Mother had not reacted to the mention of the airship. It had been Mr. Beauxdera’s name that upset her. I had no idea who he was, but evidently Mother did not like him.

“They are new contraptions, it is true,” said Father. “But I am curious enough to believe Mr. Beauxdera’s assurances. It’s on September 21st.” He turned to look at our butler, who stood waiting by the door. “Barnes, aren’t we supposed to have a dinner guest that night?”

Barnes nodded. “If memory serves, sir, a gentleman by the name of Mr. Cillian is due for dinner on the 22nd. The 21st, however, remains open.”

“Right! Splendid. Mark that date, then, would you?”

“I have marked the calendar in my head, sir.”

“Are you sure the girls will be safe?” asked Mother, who still seemed perturbed.

Father snorted. “I would not deny them the chance to be inside such an astonishing contraption any sooner than I’d deny myself. They say it’s the train of the future. A train without tracks!”

“But it sounds so suspicious.”

“We are going,” said Father, his tone suddenly stern.

Mother lowered her head and attempted to smile. “Yes, dear.”

I said nothing. Father’s apathy towards Mother’s objections always perturbed me, but by now I had learned that it was better to stay silent. Father’s spells of anger were sudden and volcanic, and it was difficult to argue with him knowing that he could make life unpleasant for me.

I couldn’t let him find out that I’d fired a rifle. I didn’t want to end up like Amelia. Chilled by the memory of her final letter, I reached across the table and took two more scones.

~

That night, I awoke to the sound of leathery wings. At first, I panicked, assuming that my room had been infested with bats. Then, I noticed that my bedroom door had disappeared. So had the walls and the windows. There was only the bed, and the floor, and darkness.

I saw movement in the shadows beyond my bed. Something shifted around me, always in the corner of my eye, darting away whenever I turned to look. Slowly, I turned my head. For just a moment, I glimpsed a strong-jawed face, its eyes piercing into me with such intensity that I could not tell if it was out of rage or desire.

I awoke with a jolt. I was back in my room, in my bed—safe. But I did not feel relieved.

When I fell back asleep, the dream did not return.

I didn’t give the dream a great deal of thought the morning after. Unusually vivid though it had been, I had no reason to presume it had been anything other than my imagination. I’d had a strange experience with a creature on the road; it only made sense that I would have nightmares after.

So I went about my day as usual: reading, listening to Gladys gossip, and eating with my family.

But that night, the dream returned . . . and this time, it went further. After the familiar sound of fluttering wings, a lump formed in the sheets next to me. I felt paralyzed, unable to move, though I was not entirely sure I wanted to. I felt a tickle of pressure against the small of my back, as if something had brushed against it. I reached into the space behind me, searching for whatever might be there, until a hand clasped around mine. I felt the softest kiss against the back of my neck, and shivered in pleasure. At the same time, I was frightened by the delightful sensations. Was it sinful to enjoy this? Was this the same pleasure Amelia had succumbed to?

Blushing in shame, I pulled away—and then awoke as abruptly as before, breathing so hard I thought I was choking.

My dreams didn’t often repeat themselves, and this one was unusually disconcerting. Yet, for reasons I was too ashamed to admit, I found myself hoping the dream would return. I’d always hungered for affection—yearned to be held, kissed, and utterly loved, like the beautiful princesses I’d read about in stories. To briefly taste that pleasure, only to have it torn away, was more torturous than I could have imagined.

I felt like I’d been granted a drop of water after centuries of thirst—just enough to make me want more.

~

At teatime the following day, my mother let out a horrified cry and thrust her newspaper at me from across the table. “Isn’t it terrible?”

It appeared that Princess Isabelle, Queen Victoria’s youngest daughter, had disappeared. In the accompanying photo, Isabelle’s expression reminded me of a child who was resentful of being punished.

“How awful,” I said. “I hope they find her soon.”

Gladys looked at the paper and covered her mouth. “What if she’s been kidnapped? Or murdered?”

Mother scowled at her. “Gladys, don’t be morbid. She must have eloped, and fled England to avoid a scandal. Even the continent is being searched.”

Reading beyond the headline, I noticed that the article also mentioned other recent disappearances—all of them important, wealthy aristocrats. I found myself envisioning them being attacked by winged creatures, and carried away into the night. My anxiety became suffocating.

I pulled my sister into a nearby sitting room, where Mother couldn’t hear us. “Gladys, between these disappearances and that thing we saw on the road, I’m terribly worried. These incidents aren’t normal. I fear they are signs that something terrible is happening in England. Oh, maybe we should tell Mama and Papa what happened . . . ”

Gladys looked at me as though I’d suggested we dine on shoes. “They’d think us mad. And we would be mad, if we told them.”

“But what if we’re in danger?”

She rolled her eyes. “Maraina, I don’t know what attacked us that night, but surely it has nothing to do with the missing princess. And if you tell our parents about it, I will not corroborate your story. I will tell them that you shot a bird.”

I was appalled. “A bird?”

“They will think you imagined it with or without my testimony. It was dark, and you were hysterical. How do you think that sounds? You can throw yourself into an asylum if you wish, but I’m not coming with you.”

~

It was very hard to relax that night, for my fear only deepened my loneliness. I desperately wanted to be held, protected, reassured that all would be well.

When I finally fell asleep, the dream returned. Just as before, the presence floated around me like a spectre, tentatively reaching out to touch me. This time, I let it.

I let those ghostly hands trace the curve of my hip, somehow beneath my nightgown, even though it had not been pulled up. I let them caress their way up to my breasts. I let them run through my hair, pulling it aside to reveal my neck.

The sensation was wonderful, but I still did not know whether I should allow myself to enjoy it. If a man I was not married to touched me this way in reality, it would be sinful. But did I have any reason to fear sin, if it only happened in a dream?

The presence returned the following night. And the night after that. And the night after that. Before long it had been over a week, and not a single night passed where I did not feel its touch. And each night, it explored further, touching more and more of my body.

I could no longer tell myself that it was a mere dream. Part of me knew that I was foolish to let it in, but another part was desperate to return to its arms each night. In truth, I feared these dreams would prove to be the closest thing I would ever have to a man’s affections, and I did not want them to stop. Strange and terrible things were happening in England, and in the waking world I had no one to turn to for support. But when I slept, the nightmares were there to comfort me. Their wrongness made them feel right. Their darkness made them a lantern for my lonely nights.

The dreams became all I thought about that month. Father continued to remind us about the upcoming concerto, Mother continued to brood, and Gladys avoided me whenever possible, but I scarcely noticed these things. All that mattered was returning to sleep.

I began leaving dinner early, so that I could go to bed sooner. Each night, as soon as there was a lull in my family’s discussion, I let out a feeble cough and asked if I could be excused.

“Again?” Mother asked one night.

“I’m afraid so,” I said. “I feel terribly ill.”

“But you seemed to be feeling so much better this morning. And the doctor found nothing wrong with you.”

“Perhaps this disease only occurs at night,” I said, keeping my voice soft so I would sound frail.

“I have never heard of such a thing in my life,” said Mother. “Have you, Benjamin?”

Father shook his head. “You’ve been leaving dinner early for weeks now, Maraina. How long do you think this will last?”

“I don’t know, Papa,” I said. “I only know that I require sleep. I apologize for distressing you.”

Trying to look as exhausted as I could, I went to my room, and changed into my nightgown without the help of a servant. Then I crawled into bed and waited impatiently for the fluttering sound.

I never moaned aloud, though sometimes my body yearned to do so. My back would arch, my muscles would tense, and my teeth would clench. I would ache for a release I did not yet understand. It was strange, how the slightest, subtlest touch could yield such a reaction.

The presence hadn’t broken my virtue, and I told myself that this made it acceptable. But each night, it went further, giving me more shameful pleasure than the night before. And I knew that someday, if I let it, it would corrupt me.

The most disturbing thing of all was, I wasn’t sure whether I wanted to stop that from happening.

~

On the evening of September 21st, our new coachman took us to Alkin Beauxdera’s airship concerto. The path to the landing pad took us through the woods; apparently, Mr. Beauxdera wished his voyage to be a secret.

“Beauxdera doesn’t even mean anything in French,” Mother told us along the way. “His name is a complete falsehood.”

“He’s a musician and inventor,” said Father. “It’s a sort of stage name, from what I understand.”

“I don’t trust men who hide their surnames,” said Mother.

Between dark branches I glimpsed the setting of a red sun, but by the time we reached the clearing, the sky was dark. The landing pad was surrounded by gas lamps, illuminating the large contraption that lay upon it. I was awed, for I’d never seen anything like it. Its basic shape was akin to a sea ship, but propeller-bearing wings grew from the sides. The outer walls were ribbed, like the hide of a great seahorse, and the words TheSnickering Bovine were painted on each side. Sprouting from its nose was a mast, with a voluptuous cow-headed mermaid carved onto its base.

A staircase on the side led up into the ship. Standing beside it was a man with a rumpled, soot-stained cravat.

“Do you have your invitation?” he asked as we approached.

Father showed him the letter. The greeter took a moment to inspect it before saying, “Right then. Come aboard.”

We followed him up. The ship’s gas-lit interior was surprisingly roomy. Perhaps forty people were already standing comfortably inside, whispering excitedly to one another. The air practically bristled with enthusiasm. We were in an airship. A real airship!

To our left was a doorway that led to the cockpit, and at the back of the room a pair of curved staircases led to other floors. On the other side of the room, a raised stage held a pipe organ.

The greeter pulled on a lever at the doorway, and the stairs we’d used to enter swung upwards to join the rest of the wall, closing like a vertically-hinged door.

“Well,” said Mother. “That’s that. We can’t go back, now. Unless we asked, perhaps?”

“Everyone!” the greeter called out, and everyone quieted. “We are about to lift off, so please grab a rail above your head or on the wall.”

We all reached up to grab the rails hanging from the ceiling.

The floor rumbled. I looked through a nearby window, and saw the propellers spinning faster and faster, until we left the ground.

“Oh, Ben,” cried Mother. “We’re going to crash!” She reached for Gladys and me and pulled us tight against her.

“Calm yourself,” said Father, obviously embarrassed.

The vessel rose into the moonlit sky. It was exhilarating and terrifying—this sensation of weightlessness, of building pressure. My ears began to sting, and though there was a floor beneath me, I felt as though I might fall at any moment.

Then, when we were very high indeed, the floor became still. Many guests, Mother among them, sighed in relief. Everyone let go of their pipes, and waiters patrolled the floor with wine trays. Now that we had settled, I found myself strangely soothed by the sensation of flight. Through the window I saw a cloud-soaked forest passing below. How amazing would it be to fly without needing this ship, and feel the caress of clouds against one’s skin?

“Quite a contraption, isn’t it?” Father said, his voice as loud and bombastic as it always was when he was anxious. “When I was a boy, the idea of a man flying like a bird was laughable. But here we are, in the sky and, for the moment, alive. Maybe I should erect a factory to build some airships of my own . . . ” His eyes glimmered as he looked around the vessel, perhaps attempting to memorize its design.

The crowd broke into applause as a figure walked onto the stage—Mr. Beauxdera, no doubt. His appearance was unusual, even bohemian, but as he was a musician, I presumed he was in the habit of drawing attention to himself. He possessed elfin features, with high cheekbones, a pointed beard, and dark brown locks that flowed to just above his shoulders. His light green eyes looked down at us from behind perfect-circle spectacles, seeing everyone but me, it seemed. It is strange, how small one can feel just from seeing someone beautiful.

My attraction to him was powerful and immediate. Here was a man who looked nothing like the gentlemen Father had introduced me to. Though I knew nothing about him, in that moment I felt that I would have given anything for him to look into my eyes and smile just for me . . . for him to touch me, as the presence in my dreams touched me. My cheeks grew warm from the very thought of it.

“Welcome to TheSnickering Bovine,” said Mr. Beauxdera. His voice was deep and rich. “I am Alkin Beauxdera, and I wanted to personally thank you all for coming aboard. Thank you all as well for not bringing friends.”

The audience clapped, but some in the crowd looked troubled. Why had Mr. Beauxdera demanded such secrecy?

“I must warn you,” Mr. Beauxdera continued, “that this is no ordinary voyage. I needed a way to get you all on board, in a place where we could be safe. Where we could talk.” He smiled, but his brow was furrowed. “Not to worry, though. I told you that this would be a concerto, and so it shall be.”

I was very perplexed by this speech, and if the murmuring audience was any indication, I wasn’t the only one. But Mr. Beauxdera didn’t pause to answer questions. Instead, he made his way to the pipe organ. The curtains behind the stage opened to reveal a great window, from which we could see the full moon. The waiters snuffed out the gas lamps, until the moon became our only source of light.

Mr. Beauxdera sat down, becoming a black silhouette. His fingers danced across the moonlit keys, manifesting dissonant chords. It was a dark, mischievous, malicious melody.

Then Mr. Beauxdera sung, his voice an operatic baritone:

“Sitting in their high chairs

In the alleys of our town squares

And the shadows of our nightmares

Scheming devils lie in wait

They find us when we are alone

And sculpt their pearls from our bones

And make our flesh into their scones

A revel and a fete . . . ”

His playing paused. It was a moment before the meaning of the words took hold of me: he was trying to tell us something very important with this song.

He resumed, increasing the tempo:

“There are devils young and devils old

Whose hearts have become black as mold

They’re tradesmen of the human soul

It is their favorite drink

There are devils in the Parliament

Who work to bring about descent

The people who they represent

Are not the ones you think . . . ”

I listened, watching the impressive movements of Mr. Beauxdera’s fingers, my entire body still. I felt Mother’s hand grasp my shoulder, but when I looked at her, she had not taken her eyes off the stage. Her mouth hung open, her eyes distant, as if overcome by a memory. The audience was becoming quite stirred, most of them muttering their disapproval, but Mr. Beauxdera was not done:

“The devils look to Buckingham

To shroud the sky, the sun be damned

Like proper monsters, they will stand

They’ll rise from the abyss

The devils deceive and pretend

Perhaps you know one as a friend

Yes, I say it once again:

There are devils in our midst!”

“Good God, man!” Father yelled. “Do you know what you’re saying? Do you hear your own words?”

Yet still Mr. Beauxdera went on, almost as if in answer:

“The devils will put all askew

Both in the world and inside you

You, my friend, can be one too

For these devils were once men!”

Most of the crowd was yelling now, so loudly that it became impossible to even hear the remaining words. Mr. Beauxdera ceased his song, stood up, and turned to look down at us from the stage.

“You have my most gracious appreciation, sirs and madams—and my most heartfelt apologies. The truth is, I did not bring you up here tonight for a concerto.”

“What’s he on about?” Gladys hissed to me, her voice quite loud. “He plays one stupid song and that’s it?” I frowned at her and brought a finger to my lips.

“The truth is,” Mr. Beauxdera continued, “I brought you up here to warn you. I know that some of you have heard whispers of strange happenings in England: disappearances, once-respectable gentlemen acting strangely, reports of events that are not politely put into words . . . I want to assure those of you who have experienced such things that you are not mad.”

My breath ghosted out from my lips. Would Mr. Beauxdera understand, if I told him what I’d experienced? Would he believe me, when my parents most assuredly would not?

He continued: “I made it clear in the invitations that you were not to bring friends, and there was a reason for this. Not everyone in England who was once trustworthy remains such, and as much as it pains me to be the one to tell you, it is best that you have a warning.”

“Just what are you on about, boy?” Father shouted. “Are you implying that there is some conspiracy afoot?”

“Yes,” said Mr. Beauxdera, and the whispers among the audience became louder, and more plentiful, until Mr. Beauxdera had to yell: “You may not believe me now, but I am putting my own head at risk by even trying to warn you of what is to come.”

The objections continued, louder:

“If I’d known what this would be, I wouldn’t have boarded!”

“Why did you take us on this terrible contraption?”

Mr. Beauxdera spoke again, his voice even louder than before: “Everyone, please listen. Sometime within the next few days, an individual by the name of Warren Cillian will contact you. For many of you, it is likely he already has.”

The crowd became noticeably more silent, then. Father narrowed his eyes.

“Mr. Cillian is an exceedingly dangerous man,” Mr. Beauxdera continued, “and he has managed to keep a very low profile for a very long time. Recently, he has been meeting with every wealthy family in England. Last week they found Lady Summerset’s body in the Thames, two days after her visit from this gentleman. Rumor has it she did not initially accept him into her home. It appears that Mr. Cillian found her refusal . . . impolite.”

There were more hushed whispers in the crowd—I heard confirmations, people muttering that they, too, had heard of Lady Summerset’s demise. But Mr. Beauxdera was still not done:

“The baronet Sir Simon Randolph was also visited by Mr. Cillian. He’s not dead, but any of his servants can tell you he has been acting very queerly since the visit. He has become nocturnal. He is also refusing food, and yet somehow is stronger than he’s ever been, despite his considerable age. And he is hardly the only person to be the subject of strange rumors, as of late. Has it not struck you, just how many of your friends have not been answering your letters—or have done so only to impart that they are quite ill, and cannot see you during the day? You are the only wealthy families in England who have not yet been seen by Mr. Cillian, but you will be soon enough. I invited you aboard this ship to offer an escape.”

The crowd resumed their rumbling, but Mr. Beauxdera continued, ignoring them: “I can take those who consent out of England, to a place where Mr. Cillian cannot harm you. I will force no one. But if you stay, Mr. Cillian will come to your home, and make demands that you may not be comfortable with.”

I wanted to go with him, for it sounded like our only hope, but Father yelled, “This is absurd! We don’t need to fly away. We should just call Scotland Yard, and have the man arrested.”

Mr. Beauxdera laughed, and a chill caressed my spine like the touch of a frozen feather. “If you think the Yard can help in the slightest, then you still don’t understand. Everything is about to change in England . . . and the rest of the world, as well.

“We shall now return to the loading dock, to drop off those who wish to leave. But I strongly encourage you all to stay aboard.”

~

The airship hadn’t even come close to crashing, but that didn’t matter. Everyone stormed off, insulted and insolent.

Father spent the entire ride home blowing cigar smoke in our faces as he ranted about what a waste of time the entire thing had been.

“It says something,” he said with a cough, “that I don’t even care that I was finally on an airship after all this time. I should look back at this memory and be amazed. Instead, I am appalled. A conspiracy. Hah!”

Gladys was quiet, all color drained from her face.

“I don’t think we should see that Mr. Beauxdera anymore,” said Mother, locking her eyes on me in a way that said, quite plainly, I saw you admiring him and I don’t approve.

“Agreed,” said Father. He looked at the window a moment, then added: “However, I suppose I should inform you that the Mr. Cillian he spoke of does indeed exist. He is coming to an early dinner tomorrow. Four o’clock, he said.”

“What?” I gasped, my blood curdling. “Papa, we should go back to the ship!”

“I’m not leaving Blackwood Manor because of some silly rumors,” said Father.

“Are our lives not more important?” I asked.

“You forget your place,” Father growled. Then he seemed to sense that Mother and Gladys, too, were nervous, so he added, in a calmer voice, “If Mr. Beauxdera is right and there is indeed some sort of . . . threat, I will not let a single one of you be harmed. You have my word on that.”

“I believe you, Papa,” said Gladys.

I was very much looking forward to dreaming that night. It was the only escape I had, and I was too afraid to worry about it anymore.

~

It was still dark when I awoke the following morning. I did not remember having any dreams; evidently, the presence had not come.

I sighed in frustration, and tried going back to sleep, even though I was no longer tired. There was no use in getting up when it was still so dark. I didn’t understand how I could have woken up so early when I’d gone to bed much later than usual.

It was only after I’d been lying there for an hour that I checked the clock on my wall, and realized that something was very wrong.


CHAPTER THREE

The Morning That Was Not Morning

Every clock in Blackwood Manor claimed that it was ten in the morning. I had servants check each one, and the response was always the same: the clocks were working as they were supposed to. It was ten in the morning, and it was as dark as could be.

I told my maid, Candice, to awaken my parents, who were normally quite punctual. When Candice returned, she said, “I am sorry, my lady, but they insist on staying in bed.”

I sighed, and headed for my parents’ room to wake them up myself.

“Be careful, my lady,” Candice called after me. “Lady Elizabeth is in a pillow-throwing mood, I fear!”

There was indeed a pillow on the floor when I entered. After pulling open the drapes, I went to Mother’s side of the bed. “Wake up, Mama.”

After a moment, her eyes creaked open. “What? What is it?”

“Mama, the sky is black.” I let the fear show in my eyes. I could not show it to the servants, but I could show it to my mother. “It’s ten in the morning. Every clock in the house says so.”

For a moment, her eyes widened in what I took to be fearful recognition. However, they quickly returned to a thin, drowsy state, as if she had assured herself that I was overreacting. “Don’t be silly, Maraina. That can’t be.”

Father turned over with a grunt. “Everything’s fine, Maraina. Go back to bed.”

“But look.” I opened the doors to the balcony and gestured to the shrouded countryside. The weather was often overcast, but never had the clouds been so utterly black as they were now. It was as though the sun had been consumed by shadows. “This isn’t the night sky. There are no stars. There is no moon.”

The sky had become an infinite abyss. As I stared out at it, I felt as though I might fall up, and be lost forever. I felt absolutely minuscule, and it seemed that my house and family were equally minuscule—equally helpless. My fingers dug into the sleeves of my dress.

“Leave us,” Father said hoarsely.

I left the room . . . but I knew my parents were hiding something, and I wanted to know what. So after closing the door, I pressed my ear against it and listened.

“There’s something I must say,” Mother whispered, her voice cracking from the weight of her emotion. “I have not yet told you, for it sounds so terribly absurd—but Mr. Beauxdera may be telling the truth, and that is all the more reason to avoid him.”

“What?” Father asked. “You believe his slander?”

Mother hesitated. “I don’t know what I believe. But I saw Mr. Beauxdera once before we attended that dreadful concerto. He also played at Mary’s party, last April. You were with the girls in London, so I went alone.”

“I remember, Lizzy.”

“I didn’t tell you this before, for I was afraid you wouldn’t believe me, but . . . midway through the party Mary disappeared, and while looking for her I happened upon a room where the two of them were alone together. Benjamin . . . they . . . ”

“You needn’t say more. It doesn’t surprise me at all that the man’s a deviant.”

“You don’t understand. What I saw was not something that is ordinarily done. Mr. Beauxdera had fangs, and they were in poor Mary’s neck, draining her blood. He had fangs, Ben!”

A lump formed in my throat. It couldn’t be. Of course I’d heard of vampires; I’d even read some of the penny dreadful Varney the Vampire. But never had I believed them to be real. And how could Mr. Beauxdera, of all people, be one?

Mother continued frantically, the words rushing from her mouth like a train: “Mary saw me. She followed me as I ran out. She told me that it was a misunderstanding, that she wanted it. Oh, Ben, the monster must have seduced her! I fled, and did not speak a word of it to anyone. But months ago, I heard that Mr. Cillian had come to her home . . . and she hasn’t been seen during the day since. I fear she’s become a monster like Mr. Beauxdera. I’ve been afraid to visit her. I’ve been afraid to even answer her letters. I wish I was mad, I truly do, but I’m not, Ben. I saw what I saw.”

For a moment, Father was speechless; he seemed unable to reconcile Mother’s words, and looked at her as if she might be mad. Then he sighed, and said, “Then it’s true.”

“What do you mean?”

“In his letter, Mr. Cillian mentioned that there was to be a cause. He offered that I—that we—join this cause, and be rewarded with . . . immortality.” Father sounded troubled by the word. “I thought it had to be figurative. Or forgery. Or a joke. How could I believe it, dear, when it was all so absurd?”

“It is absurd. He must be a madman, Ben. Why did you ever agree to his visit?”

“It felt rude not to. I . . . I didn’t think it would be anything serious.” Father sighed. “Whatever happens, I won’t let him corrupt you or the girls. This so-called ‘immortality’ can only be a devilish curse, and our children will not succumb.”

I backed away from the door, too disturbed to listen further. I had to find Gladys. I had to warn her. I’d always lived with my family; while we often did not see eye to eye, I could not imagine life without them. I wanted to cling to each and every one of them while I still could.

I found Gladys on the balcony outside her room, gripping the railing and staring fearfully up into the sky. As I approached, she grabbed my hand.

“Maraina . . . ” She turned to look at me, her eyes tear-stricken. “Do you think it’s true, what Mr. Beauxdera said about Mr. Cillian?”

“It is.” I couldn’t lie to her. Not now.

“Maybe he won’t be able to come anymore,” said Gladys. “Maybe the black sky has changed his plans.”

“How do you know he didn’t cause the black sky?” I asked. “Oh, Gladys, what are we to do? We cannot sit here and do nothing.”

“We will not sit here and do nothing,” came a growl from behind me. Father had joined us, with Mother close behind. “You will not like what we must do, but we must do it all the same. This Mr. Cillian is a man; therefore, he can be reasoned with.”

I could not believe what Father was suggesting, especially given what he had just admitted to Mother. “Do you jest?” I asked. “We should flee.”

“It’s all right, dear,” said Mother, touching Father to soothe him, lest he become angry with me again. “Your father has a plan.”

Her terrified eyes suggested that she didn’t have much faith in it, but she was evidently forcing herself to stand by Father anyway. Gladys gripped my hand, but she, too, forced herself to smile and nod. When our parents were gone, she buried her face into my shoulder.

I let her cry on me for hours. She told me about various friends and suitors she wanted to say goodbye to. Then the clock struck four, and a servant called us to dinner. Gladys gave me a tearful smile and said, “Mother is right. Father’s plan will work out. We just need to have faith in him.”

She went down to the dining room. I considered fleeing on my own, but I did not know where to go, and did not want to abandon my family. Still, I needed a way to protect myself.

I’d already fired a gun once . . . who was to say I couldn’t do it again?

I rushed up to Father’s private study, where his gun cabinet waited. There I found a revolver, and bullets to load it with. The weapon felt cold and foreign in my hands, and I did not feel any safer for holding it. Nonetheless, I slipped it into the pocket of my dress.

As I headed downstairs, I wondered about the servants. What would happen to Candice? Would Mr. Cillian kill her, too? I toyed with the idea of shooting him as soon as he entered, but the idea repulsed me. I decided I’d only use the gun if necessary.

The dining room’s lights were dimmed, basking everything in a sickly yellow hue. When I entered, my dress looked as though it had aged a hundred years. The chair at the end of the table was closest to the doors, and it was empty for our guest. Normally this was where Mother sat, but tonight she sat between Father and myself. Gladys sat across from me, fidgeting with her nails, her eyes hollow with fear. On the table was bloody meat—nothing but raw bloody meat, all over. The smell was so rank that I pinched my nose.

“He’s late,” Father whispered.

“Maybe he’s not coming,” said Mother. “Maybe he forgot, or . . . or maybe there’s still time to flee.”

“Don’t be a fool. He’d find us.”

Mother looked to be on the verge of tears. “Please,” she said. “Give me one moment of hope. Just one moment.”

Thud, thud, thud. I heard the marching of many boots.

“They’re here,” whispered Mother. “Oh, Benjamin, they’re here!”

The servants opened the dining room doors, allowing eight black-cloaked figures to sweep in with mechanical precision. Where their faces should have been, there were only fanged skull masks, and though I saw no eyes in their sockets, I could feel them staring at me. They held their silver swords out before them, each blade a perfectly centered line down its carrier’s bone face.

As they entered, so too did a black-suited, top-hatted man. His body was thin, yet his head was extremely round—nearly a perfect sphere. Even his spectacles were circular in shape. As he grinned, his white, utterly hairless face stretched like rubber.

As one skeletal guard closed the door, another readied the chair at the end of the table. The pale man sat. He did not remove his hat.

As Mother wiped her face with her napkin, Father cleared his throat. “Welcome, Mr. Cillian. I am Benjamin Blackwood. This is my wife Elizabeth—” He paused, for the skeletal creatures were marching over to stand behind his and Mother’s chairs.

“Do continue,” said Mr. Cillian. His voice was excessively nasal. “Don’t mind the Reapers. They’re friendly, that’s all.”

Father’s eyes quivered. “Very well,” he said. “These are my daughters, Maraina and Gladys.”

Reapers took standing positions behind our chairs. Now the only chair that did not have a Reaper standing behind it was Mr. Cillian’s. My hand traveled to my pocket, and gripped the revolver. If I shot him now, would the Reapers kill us?

“We have blood-soaked meat for you, sir,” said Mother. Under the table, her hand was shaking as it held Father’s. “If you wish, a servant can pour you a refreshment, as well.”

“Quite the adulators, aren’t we?” said Mr. Cillian, still grinning. “Yes, I’ll have a glass of whatever’s in that bottle there.”

Barnes, who had always been calm and reserved, shook as he readied a red bottle that had no label. He tried to remove the cork, but his trembling hands made this difficult. When he finally managed to pry it free, he spilled, and crimson splashed onto the tablecloth. Barnes let out a nervous gasp and cleaned the stain, apologizing profusely, while a footman poured the bottle’s crimson contents into Mr. Cillian’s glass. Mr. Cillian giggled, thanked the servants, and took a small sip, before eyeing the meat. When our second footman came to serve it, Mr. Cillian took a sliver for his plate. It dripped with bloody sauce.

“This isn’t pork, is it?”

Father let out a nervous laugh. “Of course not. We wouldn’t show you such disrespect as that.”

Mr. Cillian brought some into his mouth and chewed.

“Well,” he said after a pause, “since I’m not queasy, I shall assume you are telling the truth. I suppose some people just taste more like pigs than others.”

I stared at the meat, my hand rising unconsciously to my mouth. No . . . it couldn’t be. My parents would never do that. And yet, I remembered Mr. Beauxdera’s rhyme: They sculpt their pearls from our bones, and make our flesh into their scones . . .

“I mean it as a compliment, you know,” said Mr. Cillian.

Surely I was misinterpreting? I wanted to hug my body. I wanted to squeeze my shoulders.

“Because it tastes lovely,” said Mr. Cillian.

I couldn’t start crying, not now. I squinted to stop my eyes from popping out of my head. I focused my gaze upon my parents, and they must have seen the horror on my face, for guilt flashed in their eyes. “How could you?” I whispered.

Mr. Cillian beamed. “Well, go on! Aren’t you all going to tuck in, too?”

The footmen offered us the meat, but none of us moved to take it. Father seemed too terrified to move, or to even speak.

I wondered who was on that plate. A servant? Candice? I remembered once seeing her sweating on a hot day, her skin shiny from grease . . .

“Anyone?” asked Mr. Cillian. “No? Fine then. Straight to business. Mr. Blackwood, I understand that you own a great many successful factories.”

Father looked ready to choke on his own breath. “Yes, that is correct.”

“So you acquired your fortune by utilizing the innovations of industry.”

“That—is also correct, Mr. Cillian.”

Mr. Cillian smiled. “You clearly understand that successful men take advantage of the changes of their age. Now, with the world on the precipice of a grand new era, you have the opportunity to do so once again.”

Father said nothing. His eyes were hollow with fear. I wondered if he was beginning to realize that his plan was not going to work.

“I’m here,” Mr. Cillian continued, “to ask if you want to join us. If you will pledge devotion to the Church of Black Heaven, and accept the gift of immortality.”

I tried to study Father’s face, wondering what he would say. Surely he wouldn’t accept this offer? But if he refused it . . . I glanced up at the Reaper standing behind my chair. It did not acknowledge me.

Father spoke slowly: “We . . . understand your exceedingly generous offer. We have no interest in immortality at this time. But we do give you our compliance.”

“Your compliance?” Another smile cracked Mr. Cillian’s lips. “Heh. I see. Your compliance . . . ”

“We offer neutrality,” said Father. “We won’t stand in your way. You have our word.”

“Then you do not offer your allegiance?” inquired Mr. Cillian, venom surging into his voice.

Father didn’t respond.

The silence in the room grew sharper and sharper, until it seemed to pierce my ears. Then Mr. Cillian’s mouth stretched wide open, and he giggled like a child. It was the most unsettling laugh I had ever heard. I wanted to shoot him then and there, but my hand froze in my pocket, afraid to pull out the gun—even as Mr. Cillian’s lips curled back to reveal sharp, bloody canines.

“I was so hoping we’d get to this part . . . ” he said, wiping his mirth-streaked eyes.

His giggles erupted into loud, manic laughter, and the Reapers behind our seats raised their blades. Before the one behind me could stab down, I pulled the revolver from my pocket, pointed up at the Reaper’s jaw, and fired. The Reaper fell as the bullet blasted through its head, but no blood sprayed from the wound—only a cloud of dust. The skull mask wasn’t a mask at all. It was its face!

I heard screams all around me as the other Reapers brought their blades down, then up, then down again, stabbing Mother, Father, and Gladys over and over. Gladys’s blood felt warm as it splashed against me, soaking my face and dress and hair. She reached for me from across the table, terror in her eyes, until whatever life they’d once held simply disappeared. Her gaze became empty, and her body ceased to move, save for the shudder it gave each time the Reaper stabbed it. “Gladys?” I tried to say, but I choked on her name. Somehow, all the air had left my lungs. “Mother?”

The entire table was red. Mother and Father lay still, dead eyes open as the Reapers continued to stab their corpses. Even Barnes and the footmen lay dead on the floor, blood pooling around them.

And all the while, Mr. Cillian cackled, too caught up in his murderous glee to notice that I was still alive. With a mortified wail, I pointed my revolver at him, and pulled the trigger once more. There was a burst of red. Mr. Cillian let out a snarl of pain and clutched his shoulder. “After the bitch!” he shouted. “After her!”

I got up and fled from the room, but the Reapers marched after me. I tried to shoot them as I ran, but I hit only walls. Before I knew it, I was out of bullets.

Panicking, I dropped the revolver and focused on my escape. I bolted through the doors at the back of the house, then down the staircase that led to the grounds.

I headed for the stables; I’d find Bastion and ride him to safety, just as I had the other night. But when I reached the stables, a Reaper was already there, pulling a bloody blade out of Bastion’s flesh. The horse lay on its side, dead . . . and our other horses were no different. The Reaper marched after me, staring with its eyeless skull face.

I ran onto the grounds, struggling to breathe. I stole a quick look behind me, and saw that the Reapers were getting closer. How could they move so quickly when they were merely marching? But then, I was not used to running, and my energy was disappearing by the second.

By the time I’d reached the edge of our grounds, my chest was heaving painfully. My throat felt as though it was being struck by a whip at every moment. My limbs begged me to stop, to lie down and let the Reapers kill me. Then—as if in answer to my unspoken prayers—a stagecoach blasted into view. It stopped right in front of me.

“Get in!” cried the driver, who to my surprise was a woman. It was too dark to see her face, and I had no way of knowing whom she served. But I knew that if I stayed, I would be killed for sure. I was too exhausted to keep running, and there was nowhere for me to go anyway.

So I stepped into the mysterious coach. The driver wasted no time in lashing the reins. We were moving before I’d even sat down.


CHAPTER FOUR

The Painted House

The stallion tugged the coach onward into the night. Inside it I panted, my tired throat stinging with each breath I took. Through the window I watched my old home disappear behind a dark hill.

I didn’t know where this coach was taking me, but exhausted as I was, jumping out and running off would do me no good at all. So I stayed, my breath slowing, nausea and numbness setting in like the venom of a snake. I kneaded the skirt of my dress, but could not feel it with my fingers. I couldn’t frown, nor could I smile. My breaths were somehow louder than the horse’s hoof-beats.

My family was gone. I would never see them again, live with them again, or be able to hate them again.

My hair was sticky and red from blood, and my throat felt like it was being squeezed. Why wasn’t I crying? I felt so empty. I reminded myself that my family would have wanted me to live on, but I felt guilty for having survived—for having escaped my fate when they had not. Had a safer alternative to riding in this coach suddenly presented itself, I’m not sure I would have taken it.

I could not get the image of Mr. Cillian’s bloody teeth out of my mind. Was Mr. Beauxdera a devourer of human flesh like him? If so, why had he tried to warn us of what was coming?

Eventually, I smelled sewage, and surmised that we’d reached London. I opened the drapes just enough to peek out. Though the city was shrouded in darkness, I caught glimpses of terrified men and women running through the streets, with Reapers in pursuit. I jerked the drapes closed again.

The coach stopped at a manor in Mayfair. My body tensed as the driver’s feet hit the ground. When she opened the door, I saw her clearly for the first time. She was pretty, but frail-looking, as if the wind might blow her away.

“You have my condolences, my lady,” she said. “My name is Theresa, and I was sent here by my lord, whose house lies before you. He promises you safety and nourishment. I know you have no reason to trust him, or myself for that matter, but I must remind you that you are in danger. Mr. Cillian sees all that his Reapers see, and his Reapers are plentiful—especially here in London.”

“Of—of course,” I said. My body shook as I pulled myself up from the seat and out of the coach. Theresa did not smile, or show any sign of satisfaction. She merely led me through the wrought iron gate and into the house. Despite the dim lights and the lack of windows, I noticed that the walls, ceiling, and floor were all painted, transforming the house into a stunning collage of murals. There was a mountain of skulls. There was a black sun, hovering over a red sea. There was a crowd of armored warriors bowing to the silhouette of a great, horned throne. The paintings were detailed, richly textured, and hauntingly realistic.

“My master is not at home,” said Theresa, “but he has prepared a room for you.”

I must have followed her to it. I have vague recollections of other maids watching us from doorways, and of Theresa helping me remove my clothes. She spoke while tucking me in, but I do not recall what she said. Her hair was up, much in the way Candice’s had been only hours ago. Her voice was elegant and wispy, not shrill like Gladys’s, and yet I still thought of my sister, and suddenly it was as though Theresa was screaming even though her mouth was barely open. A crimson stain grew on her apron and spread to her flesh, dyeing her. And then I was curled up on a plate in our dining room, while Mother and Father and Sister surrounded me, walling me off, even as the blades stabbed through them all. I was inside an iron maiden, my family members its walls, the blades sinking in and out of their bodies towards me. My red-soaked dress was tight against my skin, gleaming, dripping, the rusted iron smell inflaming my nostrils . . .
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