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  Epigraph


    “Once they are aroused, once they are determined, nothing on earth and nothing in heaven will make women give way.”




    Emmeline Pankhurst
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    ONE




    Christchurch, Hampshire




    Morning




    Saturday June 12, 1897




    Sneaking into an eleventh-century priory was decidedly more challenging when one wore an alarmingly pink dress.




    Eleanora Mallory crouched behind a tomb, wearing a gown made in an extremely potent fuchsia—a color that did not exist in nature. The borrowed dress was precisely the sort of hue that Ellie, as a professional archivist and university-educated scholar of ancient history, normally wouldn’t be caught dead wearing—but then, she was attending a wedding, and weddings compelled people to do all manner of ridiculous things.




    A matching hat with an assortment of offensively bright flowers sat on top of Ellie’s otherwise staid brown hair, shading her freckled nose from the sun as she huddled behind the last mortal resting place of Sir Tory Burch-Richardson and tried not to be noticed.




    The morning was a perfect example of the June type—sunny and warm, with the sky displaying a rare shade of blue, which nicely complimented the elegant tour of Christchurch Priory. The old church rose before Ellie in a graceful pile of ancient stones and glittering windows. The architecture was mostly Norman, interspersed with some Early English and Perpendicular Gothic features. Ellie was easily able to pick out the difference thanks to her extensive study of medieval and early modern building techniques during her years at University College, London.




    Beyond the church sprawled the village, a postcard-perfect assortment of houses and shops in old timber-frame buildings. Boats bobbed nearby at anchor in the mouth of the River Avon while gulls wheeled lazily overhead.




    One of the birds landed with an unsettling flutter atop Sir Tory’s tomb. The gull eyed Ellie’s hat as though it suspected some part of the millinery might be edible.




    Ellie shooed at it. The gesture wasn’t sufficient to remove the gull entirely—little short of military ordinance would be capable of that feat—but the creature did at least scoot to a slightly less alarmingly close perch.




    With the gull at a safer distance, Ellie risked a peek around the corner of her hiding place. The path to the priory door was busy with workers from the village who were carrying boxes of ribbons, candles, greenhouse flowers, and who-knew-what other festive paraphernalia into the church.




    “How much more of that nonsense are they going to bring in?” Ellie grumbled.




    Ellie’s friend Constance darted from the neighboring tomb in a bundle of golden silk and tucked into place beside her. The yellow of Constance’s dress was just as bright as Ellie’s pink, but the color complimented Constance’s warmer complexion perfectly.




    “It’s a wedding, Eleanora,” Constance replied neatly. “Weddings require decor.”




    The gull that was perched on Sir Tory’s stone box made a considering assessment of Constance’s hat, which sported several fluffy feathers. Constance shot the bird a glare.




    “Shove off,” she ordered threateningly.




    The gull took flight, clearly sensing what was better for it.




    “It makes little sense to me why women will invest so much money and energy into flowers and gowns to celebrate being marched into a life of economic exclusion and servitude,” Ellie declared stoutly.




    “Because flowers are pretty,” Constance returned. “Though for our own sakes, I do wish there weren’t quite so many of them. How are we supposed to sneak into the church without Mum spotting us if she’s out here watching them unload another ten stone of gladiolas?”




    Constance’s mother, Sabita—otherwise known as Lady Tyrrell—had volunteered to oversee the decorating of the church for today’s ceremony, which would see Constance’s neighbor, Mr. Walford Eversleigh, married to the daughter of an obscure northern baron.




    Society was all up in a buzz about it—not that Ellie gave a fig for society. Weddings were a celebration of the removal of the vast majority of a woman’s legal and financial rights. Ellie would never have agreed to attend this one, even though she was on holiday with Constance and her family at their summer house in Hampshire… only within the gray stones of the priory lay a prize that no self-respecting lady scholar could possibly resist.




    Only the promise of getting her hands on that marvelous item—that very unique and fascinating book—had convinced Ellie to don her borrowed, absurdly-hued dress and come out for the day instead of sensibly hiding in the Tyrrells’ library.




    “Remind me again why we cannot simply walk into the priory?” Ellie demanded.




    “Because if my mum spots us, we’ll be put to work on wedding chores until the ceremony,” Constance returned grimly as she leaned over Ellie to peek around the tomb. “The only reason we weren’t preemptively assigned to ribbon tying or flower arrangements is because I told Mum that we had to re-stuff all the tiny bags of rice with birdseed.”




    Ellie frowned. “Why on earth would we need to do that?” she protested.




    Constance blinked at her innocently. “To save the birds, of course. The rice expands in their stomachs and makes them explode.”




    “No, it doesn’t,” Ellie countered flatly. “Rice is just another seed. It’s the sort of thing birds eat all the time.”




    “This is not about science. It is subterfuge,” Constance retorted. “I spent the last two months sharpening my lock picking skills so that we might break into the crypt, and today is our only opportunity to put them to the test. I am not going to have my shot at it spoiled by being forced to toss rose petals around.”




    Constance had been plotting to use the wedding as an opportunity to break into the priory’s crypt for weeks now—not that it mattered. Ellie had clearly stated her own terms for attending this dastardly ceremony from the first moment the matter was brought up. She had thought it all settled long before she and Constance had even stepped into the carriage that morning.




    Ellie glowered at her friend. “I have donned this abominable gown and am attending this ritual enslavement of a woman’s reproductive potential and domestic labor—” she began.




    “Now you’re being dramatic,” Constance cut in.




    “Dramatic!” Ellie protested. “The entire institution of matrimony is structured to accrue all possible benefits to the male member of the party at the expense of the woman involved.”




    “I can think of one or two benefits that a woman might enjoy,” Constance offered with an appraising look at one of the more well-formed workers walking by with a trolley.




    Ellie clawed uncomfortably at a seam of her gown as she pressed on. “My point is that you dragged me here on the promise of a book, and I will have my book!”




    “What are you doing?” Constance demanded as her gaze dropped to the place where Ellie wriggled against the dress.




    “Scratching,” Ellie replied.




    “But why?”




    “Because this dress is itchy,” Ellie declared.




    “No, it isn’t,” Constance countered. “And I have been dying to get into that crypt for years. A wedding is the perfect opportunity to make the attempt! It is far more chaotic and easier to sneak away from than Sunday services. Can some dry old book really be more intriguing than ancient tunnels full of bones, rats, and secret passageways?”




    “Norman architecture doesn’t have secret passageways,” Ellie replied, firmly correcting Constance’s romantic notions. “The building techniques of the period require large, solid foundations.”




    Constance went over a bit coy as she pretended to study her perfectly manicured fingernails. “I did hear that part of the crypt is actually Saxon,” she said innocently.




    Ellie hesitated as her interest sharpened.




    “Saxon, you say?” she tentatively pressed. Surviving architectural elements from England’s Saxon period, over a thousand years ago, were a rare find.




    “Not that anyone would be able to tell them apart,” Constance added.




    “Of course you could tell,” Ellie pushed back automatically. “Anyone with a modicum of education in historical English construction methods would be able to see the difference. The Saxons alternate long and short stones in their masonry instead of using staggered horizontal blocks, and if you look at the corner pieces…” Ellie stopped and narrowed her eyes. “Don’t think that I don’t know what you’re doing.”




    “Who, me?” Constance returned, blinking innocently.




    Though Ellie knew full well that she was being shamelessly manipulated, the chance to explore the underbelly of a building with nearly a thousand years of continuous occupation was admittedly alluring… but so was her book.




    “Give me twenty minutes in the archives,” Ellie finally declared. “Then we can explore your crypt.”




    “Fifteen,” Constance countered. “They’ll be opening the main doors to admit the wedding guests then. The bustle will make it easier to engage in illicit activities.”




    “Deal,” Ellie agreed.




    Alongside Constance, Ellie peered out from behind Sir Tory’s grave at the path to the priory’s entrance. Another stream of workers approached the building, wheeling trolleys burdened with large pots of greenery. Nearby, the slim, black-haired figure of Constance’s mother waved her hands and called out orders.




    “Are those… shrubberies?” Ellie asked as she eyed the thick stands of potted foliage.




    “No,” Constance corrected her neatly. “They are our cover. Come on!”




    Though Constance barely topped five feet in height, she was remarkably strong. She easily tugged Ellie from behind the lichen-encrusted tomb, and Ellie found herself dashing across the open ground that separated the churchyard from the path, holding up her pink skirts to keep them out of the grass. She ducked as she ran in an effort to keep her profile concealed behind the rolling bay laurels.




    The workman pushing the nearest bush widened his eyes with surprise as Ellie darted into place beside him. He stumbled, nearly stubbing his toe on the trolley.




    “Don’t mind me. You’re doing a fine job,” Ellie declared, hoping that a bit of moral encouragement would go some way towards making up for the unsettling hue of her dress.




    A cool shadow fell over Ellie as she passed into the shelter of the priory’s covered porch along with the workman and the shrubbery. Once inside, Ellie straightened with relief and joined Constance by the church notices board, which was tacked to the weathered stones near the entrance to the interior of the building.




    “That is some very nice thirteenth-century rib vaulting,” Ellie noted admiringly as she glanced up at the ceiling, which rose perhaps twenty feet overhead. “And those decorative bosses!”




    Sabita’s voice echoed stridently from just outside the porch. “No, no—you’re bringing them in the wrong order!” she called out stoutly. “Hold there! I’m coming in.”




    “She’s nearly upon us!” Constance declared urgently. “We should run for the crypt!”




    “You mean the archives,” Ellie neatly corrected, then grasped her friend’s arm and tugged her through a pair of unassuming wooden doors to their right.




    The doors led them into a narrow storage room stuffed with bundles of additional wedding paraphernalia, where Ellie stopped short at the sight of the petite figure of an elegant, mature princess clad in a stunning royal purple saree of Tussar silk. The color was as violently rich as Ellie’s fuchsia, but on the princess, it looked like perfection rather than a crime against the eyes. The woman’s black hair was richly streaked with gray, and she was luxuriantly decked out in jewelry. She wore the black dot of a widow’s bindi on her forehead. The ensemble was perfectly completed by a lovely gold scarf.




    “Damn!” Constance blurted. “I mean… er, hello, Aai,” she finished, more politely greeting her grandmother.




    “Kumari Padma,” Ellie added carefully with a quick curtsy.




    Constance’s Aai was more properly addressed as Maharajkumari Padma Devi, or “Her Highness.” She had lost none of her royal privileges in her home of Nandapur when she married the provincial British governor and eventually moved to England with him.




    A stairwell was just visible through a dark opening in the wall behind Padma’s back. Ellie’s gaze shifted to it automatically. When she forced her attention back to Constance’s grandmother, the kumari was looking directly at her, and the edges of her smile had sharpened ever so slightly.




    “You had best step to the left,” Padma declared calmly.




    Ellie blinked with surprise, but Constance immediately yanked her two paces to the side. A second later, the door to the storage room was thrown open, boxing them in.




    “Maa, have you seen Kondi and her friend?” Sabita demanded from the threshold, using her pet name for Constance. Constance had once grumblingly admitted to Ellie that it meant “little pot” in the Odia language, the kumari’s native tongue.




    “She said she was changing the little bags of rice over to seeds,” Sabita continued, “and now I can’t find her anywhere!”




    “And what would the girls need to change the rice to seed for?” Padma demanded, arching an elegant eyebrow.




    “Oh—apparently it is very bad for the birds,” Sabita returned.




    “Is it?” The kumari’s tone was frighteningly blasé.




    “If you see Kondi, please tell her that she can work on the bags later,” Sabita continued. “We need more hands for all of these flowers!”




    Padma smiled. “I shall be sure to pass that along,” she replied—and shifted her gaze deliberately to where Ellie and Constance cowered behind the door.




    Ellie pressed herself more tightly to the wall. She could hear Sabita’s sigh, and a moment later the door fell shut, exposing her and Constance to Padma’s waiting stare.




    “Strange,” Padma mused. “But the birds ate rice all the time back in Nandapur, and none of them fell out of the sky.”




    Constance took a shifty step sideways towards the opening to the stairs, tugging Ellie in her wake. “Is that so?” she said casually.




    “You are lucky that your mother is not more Indian,” Padma replied as her eyes narrowed dangerously.




    Constance flashed her grandmother a forcefully charming smile. “I can never put one past you, Aai!” she declared brightly.




    “No,” Padma agreed flatly. “Now, tell me why I am covering for you.”




    “We are planning to examine a manuscript of immense scholarly value,” Ellie asserted stoutly.




    Padma cocked her eyebrow again. “Does it have naughty pictures in it?” she asked.




    Constance shot Ellie an intrigued and questioning glance.




    “Er… I don’t believe so,” Ellie admitted.




    “Not good enough,” Padma concluded.




    “Not good enough?” Ellie echoed nervously.




    “She isn’t going to cover for us unless we’re getting up to something more interesting,” Constance filled in, eyeing her grandmother with determination.




    “But this book is extremely interesting!” Ellie protested. “It is listed in Christchurch Priory’s fourteenth-century carticulary as being original to the priory, which means that it has been here in situ for over six hundred years. Christchurch was once renowned for its library—it was the home of a rather famous jeweled bestiary, which was gifted to the priory by King Edward IV. The bestiary was said to have been written by the alchemist George Ripley based on visions of the far world granted to him through a mystical shew stone.”




    “Is that what we’re going to see?” Constance perked up.




    “No,” Ellie replied awkwardly. “That book disappeared along with hundreds of others during the Reformation, when Henry VIII used his repudiation of the Catholic Church as an excuse to steal whatever he liked from the monasteries. We are here to see the Christchurch Apocalypse!”




    Ellie revealed the title grandly, but both Padma and Constance offered her blank looks in return.




    “It is famously unfinished!” Ellie continued excitedly. “It is believed that the illustrator must have died before all the painted panels were complete, which means that you can actually see the various stages of the medieval artistic process, perfectly frozen in time.”




    Constance gaped at her. “I am sacrificing my valuable crypt time so that you can look at a half-baked end-of-the-world book?” she demanded.




    “Crypt?” Padma echoed meaningfully. “And how are you planning to get into the crypt?”




    Constance rallied, straightening her spine as she faced her grandmother. “I have been practicing my lock picking technique,” she announced brazenly.
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