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          YORKSHIRE, DECEMBER 1889

        

      

    

    
      "Miss Holloway! Stop slouching!" Mrs. Denk's cane smacked across my back. I felt the bite of it against my skin, even through all the layers of clothing. My breath left my body and my eyes watered. I arched away from her. "Young ladies do not have round shoulders."

      I gritted my teeth until the sting lessened. "I am not a lady." Instead of straightening my back, I tipped my head forward so that the book balanced there slipped off and crashed to the floor. It landed open, bending some pages and stretching the spine.

      Air hissed through Mrs. Denk's nose. Whenever she became angry, her heavy breaths hissed through her nose. The headmistress and deportment teacher at the School for Wayward Girls seemed to become angry a lot—mostly with me.

      I expected her stick to come down on my back again, but it did not. She stepped into view. The other girls in the old banqueting hall shuffled away, clearing space around us. They sensed confrontation, and if there was one thing the girls at the so-called school hated, it was confrontation, particularly with the formidable Mrs. Denk.

      Out of the corner of my eye, I saw the girl I shared a room with, Alice, shake her head, warning me not to cross the headmistress again. I tried to convey with a look that I would be all right, that Mrs. Denk wouldn't harm me, only attempt to frighten me with her sharp tongue and punishments, which were nothing compared to what I'd experienced in years past. I must have failed, because Alice looked worried, and she wasn't usually a worrier.

      "Pick that up." The tiny lines around Mrs. Denk's mouth whitened with the pursing of her lips. The rest of her face was otherwise smooth, a remarkable feat for a woman who must be in her late forties. Some of the other girls speculated that she'd done a deal with the devil to keep her skin youthful, but if that were true, she should have asked the devil to stop her hair from going gray too. Mrs. Denk rarely showed emotion, except for the occasional tightening or flattening of her lips, and that was more likely the reason for the lack of wrinkles. I would never think of a wrinkly face as something to be lamented again, but rather a sign of a passionate nature and a full life.

      I bent to pick up the book, not because she'd ordered me to, but because I didn't like to see a book damaged, even a dull one about the art of being a lady. Instead of returning it to my head, I placed it on the occasional table that made up part of the obstacle course through which I was attempting to maneuver.

      "Return it to your head and continue with the exercise," Mrs. Denk said in her crispest tone, which had more than one girl trembling.

      Once again, Alice shook her head at me. We'd only known one another ten days, but she already had my measure. Most likely because I'd clashed with Mrs. Denk from my first day. I didn't like a bully, and the headmistress was the worst kind—a bully in sheep's clothing. At least Lincoln had never pretended to be anything else.

      I swallowed down the lump in my throat that formed whenever I thought of him, which, unfortunately, was often. Instead, I summoned the anger that was never far away. Not anger directed at him—it was no longer as sharp or hot—but anger at myself for allowing him to treat me as he had.

      "No," I said with more calmness than I felt. I knew I presented a tough exterior to Mrs. Denk and the other girls and teachers, but inside, part of me quailed when she held the cane in both hands and her eyes brightened with a cruel gleam. If it weren't for my anger fueling me, I wouldn't have tested her patience so, but I found I couldn't quell my anger any more than I could accept her authority over me. Every order she gave, every attempt to turn me into a ladylike figure of grace and poise, triggered my rebellious streak.

      Where had the bloody thing been when Lincoln had bundled me into the coach and sent me away from Lichfield?

      Mrs. Denk's lips pinched even more. Her nostrils flared and the hissing breaths became a wheeze. "Put the book back on your head, Miss Holloway. Now."

      "I don't see the point of this." I flung my arms wide to indicate the banqueting hall that probably hadn't seen a banquet since the castle's medieval days.

      "The point is that your guardian sent you here so that you would become a lady."

      I snorted. "I doubt that's the reason he sent me. And do not call him my guardian. He's not. No one is." Before she could counter me, I added, "I am not, and never will be, a lady, Mrs. Denk. No matter how many times you force me to walk with a book on my head, or how many times you make me enunciate my vowels, or whip me with your cane. I'm a gutter rat. A ne'er do well. A homeless waif." A discarded fiancée, I might have added, and an abomination against God, as my adopted father had once called me. But I did not. Speaking those words out loud hurt too much, and I didn't want tears to well when standing up to Mrs. Denk. She was the sort of woman who fed on the weaknesses of others and used them to her advantage.

      One of the other girls gasped, and another suppressed her surprise with a hand over her mouth. The rest simply stared at me. No doubt it was the first clue they'd had regarding my background. Despite speculation and gossip behind my back, I'd not told them anything about my past, since they had not asked me directly. Only Alice had, and I'd told her my story, leaving out the part about my necromancy and the specifics surrounding my going to live with Lincoln at Lichfield Towers. Of the girls in our deportment class, she alone showed no shock at my words. She simply frowned and warned me with her eyes to stop pushing Mrs. Denk toward her limit.

      The air whistled from the headmistress's nose at a particularly high pitch. "Your dramatics are tiresome, Miss Holloway. It's no wonder your guardian sent you here, where he no longer has to listen to them." No doubt she put the emphasis on "guardian" to goad me further. "Pick up the book and return it to your head. You're wasting my time and that of the other girls."

      "They're all rather good at walking around with books on their heads already," I said. "All except me, that is, and I refuse to be party to your ridiculous exercise."

      Some of the girls tittered nervously.

      Mrs. Denk bristled, drawing herself up to her full height. She was considerably taller than me, and not a slender woman. Her bust resembled a shelf, rising and falling with every hiss. "Place the book on your head," she said through a clenched jaw.

      "Or?"

      She brought the cane down on my upper arm.

      "Bloody hell!" I cried, wincing. "You're mad!"

      She attempted to strike again, but I was ready and caught the cane in my bare hand. Fiery pain, worse than a thousand bee stings, branded my palm. I wanted to cry out and cradle my hand, but refused to show any vulnerability. Bearing down against the agony, I pulled the cane out of her hand, bent it over my knee, and snapped it in two.

      Her eyes widened. Her mouth flopped open. It was worth the pain to see her shock. "How dare you!"

      "Now, now, Mrs. Denk. Don't get too upset or your corset will burst." I nodded at her heaving chest. "I'd say the structure is dangerously close to its limit already."

      Her smooth face reddened and scrunched, forming grooves where before there'd been none. I shot a victorious grin at Alice. She bit her lip in an attempt to contain her smile. A smile that nevertheless quickly vanished.

      Mrs. Denk's hand came down on my cheek. I reeled back, clutching my stinging face, too surprised to make a sound. The other girls' gasps echoed around the stone walls. Alice covered her mouth with both hands, her pretty gray eyes huge.

      Mrs. Denk grabbed my arm at the point where her cane had struck me. Her bruising grip rubbed my sore flesh. "Come with me, Miss Holloway. I have a very special punishment in store for you."

      She marched me out of the banqueting hall to the sound of the girls' horrified whispers. I couldn't catch many of their words, but one sounded clear as a bell: oubliette.

      Alice had told me all about the oubliette, the narrow dungeon beneath the castle too small to lie down in and accessed via a trapdoor in the castle floor. She'd claimed it was a special punishment reserved for the worst prisoners in the castle's violent history, and for those "wayward" girls too wicked to socialize with the rest of the students at the school. None of the current students had seen the oubliette, but Mademoiselle LeClare, the French teacher, told them of a girl who'd died within its damp, lonely confines in her time as a student here. I asked her if the girl had simply fallen in or if she'd been thrown in by the headmistress, but Mademoiselle LeClare hadn't been forthcoming with the particulars. The girls believed the worst, however. Rumors of the student's ghost haunting the castle didn't help. I'd not seen any female spirits floating around the castle, however, only a man dressed in blood stained clothes and chain mail that clinked musically as he walked. It alerted me to his presence, allowing me to avoid him. I didn't want anyone there to know that I could see ghosts, let alone summon them at will.

      We passed through the old kitchen with its yawning fireplace, our footsteps echoing in the disused room. Mrs. Denk pushed me through the doorway to the stairs, not stopping at ground level but descending into the stale, damp depths of the castle. I could have escaped Mrs. Denk's grip using the moves Lincoln taught me in our exercise regimes, but a spell in the dungeon would save me from classes for the rest of the day, so I decided against a fight. Besides, it would probably only be for a few hours to try and scare me into submission. I could pretend to be contrite if I grew bored.

      The stairwell became too narrow for us to walk side by side. My hair skimmed the rough stones overhead and Mrs. Denk had to hunch over. The stairs opened up to a large room with a vaulted ceiling, supported on columns wider and taller than the generously proportioned headmistress. It was colder than the rest of the castle, something I'd not thought possible. The only fire allowed in the school was in the dining room attached to the new kitchen on ground level. Not even Mrs. Denk had one in her office. I knew, because I'd been sent there every day since my arrival.

      She finally let me go, but blocked the exit to the stairs. I considered tackling her, but suspected that would only lead to further punishment. I didn't want my food rations to be cut. They were already less than what I'd become accustomed to at Lichfield, although so much more than the meager morsels I'd managed to steal each day living on the streets. If I was to build my strength for a spring-time escape from the school, I would need to eat as much as I could and stay healthy.

      "Mr. Fitzroy won't come for you," she said without a sympathetic note in her voice. "They never do. It's best if you learn that now rather than later."

      "For once, I agree with you. He's not the sort of person who changes his mind once it's made up." Especially when there was no one to help him change it. Seth, Gus and Cook couldn't manage it. They still feared him, and even if they struck up the courage to challenge him for sending me away, he didn't care enough about their opinions to change his mind. That was the problem—he didn't care enough about anyone. Even me, as it turned out.

      I suppressed the rising well of sorrow by biting on my tongue.

      "Is this it?" I asked, looking around. The wall glistened with damp and something scratched in the dark corner. I could just make out a large stone slab positioned near one of the columns, and a set of rusty chains hanging from rings attached to the wall. Leg irons puddled on the floor nearby. "No oubliette? How disappointing."

      "I am not an unreasonable woman, Miss Holloway," she said. "But I do not tolerate willfulness in students."

      There were a dozen responses to that, but I suddenly couldn't be bothered with any of them. I wasn't going to change her mind, or soften her stance. She believed that discipline and routine would fix our so-called waywardness. While that may be true for many girls, it wasn't true for those of us sent there because of our supernatural abilities.

      It had taken me a week before I'd seen evidence of inhuman characteristics in the girls, but once I noticed them, I saw more. I counted six out of the eighteen students, and another two I wasn't yet sure about. It had begun with the medium whose gaze followed the ghost as he walked past, but there was also a fire starter, two who could move objects with their minds, and another two whose hands became suddenly and inexplicably hairy when they were upset.

      Then there was Alice, a seer, or something of that nature. Or so I suspected. She had strange dreams that were so vivid it took her a few minutes to fully waken. In that dreamlike state, she rambled about all manner of strange things, mostly about a queen trying to kill her.

      "You will remain here until you learn to co-operate," Mrs. Denk said, spinning on her heel.

      "Will I be fed?" I asked.

      "Once per day."

      "Per day? You intend to keep me here overnight?"

      "If that's what it takes to instill some obedience into you."

      "And if it doesn't?"

      "We shall see."

      "What if I'm still disobedient in a week? A month? Will you keep me in here without exercise or company, or even light?"

      "It never takes long, in my experience."

      "I'd wager you've never met anyone like me before."

      I thought I heard her snort, but I couldn't be certain. Such an unladylike sound from the very dour Mrs. Denk was highly unlikely. It was far too emotional for the wooden matron.

      "What if I die down here?" I asked, rather enjoying myself now. It was petty and juvenile to make a nuisance of myself, but it felt bloody good. It wasn't just her I was annoying, it was Lincoln too, in a convoluted way. God, how I wished I could be a thorn in his side once again, just to get some measure of satisfaction, even if it was petty and small-minded. "What if the welt on my hand festers?" I showed her my palm, still burning from the strike of her cane. "What will you do then, Mrs. Denk?"

      "Do be quiet, Miss Holloway," she said on a sigh.

      "And if I'm not? Will you send me back to my guardian?"

      She stopped and rounded on me. Her hands linked in front of her, a picture of demure, albeit expressionless, piety. "I don't think you understand, Miss Holloway. Girls are sent here with the understanding that they will never return to the homes they knew beforehand, no matter what transpires. You are unwanted. Cast off. Forgotten. I do not send anyone back to the place from which they came. Ever."

      Each word struck me with the force of a hammer blow. I'd not realized I'd held out any hope of Lincoln collecting me until now. My hope had been small, but it had existed. Now it lay shattered at my feet. He'd sent me here to remove me from his life as thoroughly as a surgeon amputating a limb. There would be no return, even after I escaped from the school. I didn't want to be somewhere I wasn't welcome. I would have to make another life for myself, away from Lichfield, perhaps even away from London. It was a decision to make another day, when my head was clearer. It was too wooly to think straight now.

      "So if you wish to remain under this roof—or any roof, for that matter—you will learn obedience and anything else your small mind can take from your lessons," Mrs. Denk went on. "If not, the world is a very large, very frightening place for a young woman with no home, no friends, and no means to support herself except for her…" Her gaze lowered to my rather insignificant chest. "…natural attributes."

      I stumbled back until I smacked against the stone slab. My legs felt weak and I gratefully sat. Mrs. Denk didn't smile in triumph at the effect her words had on me. Her expression didn't change.

      "The oubliette is back there." She nodded toward the black depths behind me. "So mind your step." She turned and climbed the stairs.

      The door slammed closed, cutting off what little light reached the dungeon. The lock tumbled. I was a prisoner.
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      The scurrying of tiny claws over stone didn't help my taut nerves. Living in burned-out basements and abandoned warehouses for years had instilled in me a hatred for rats, beetles and lice that I doubted would ever lessen. While I didn't particularly like being alone in absolute darkness either, I could have borne it better if it weren't for the direction my thoughts took me. They inevitably returned to Lincoln.

      He was not a flexible man, and his mind was unlikely to change. Waiting and hoping for rescue was futile. I knew that. I'd known it since I was thirteen, but I admit to having forgotten the lesson in recent months. Comfort had bred complacency, and that had made me forget that the only person I could truly rely on was myself. If I wanted to escape from the School for Wayward Girls, I would have to do so under my own steam.

      Despite my anger and frustration, I missed him terribly. I both hated and loved him, which I gave up trying to understand. My feelings regarding him were in turmoil, but my feelings regarding my situation were clear. I wanted to see my friends again. I wanted to be home with them, and Lichfield was my home. I belonged there. Thinking about what I'd left behind filled me with sorrow so black and deep I doubted I'd ever be free of it.

      Damn him. Damn him for making me feel this way, for giving me everything my heart desired then ripping it away from me. I'd removed my engagement ring before reaching the school to avoid awkward questions, but I longed to fling it back in his face. If I ever saw him again, I'd⁠—

      Stop! Stop considering the future.

      I mustn't think too far ahead, and I certainly mustn't allow myself to hope that I would go home again. There was only here and now—the darkness, the loneliness and the scurrying rats. I had to get out of the dungeon first, and then I would turn my attention to breaking free from the school in the spring. What came after that…I would just have to wait and see.

      The scratching suddenly sounded very close. I sprang off the slab, pushing myself up with my hands. Pain sliced across my palm where Mrs. Denk's cane had seared my flesh. I swore at the top of my lungs and shook out my hand, but it didn't help. It hadn't hurt this much before.

      Think of something else. Think of escaping in the spring.

      I heard scurrying again and kicked out but didn't connect with any living creature. If only my imp could remove the creatures for me, or, even better, get me out of the dungeon. But the cat-like creature living inside the amber sphere hanging around my neck only obeyed me when saving my life. Perhaps I could convince it that rats were a direct threat to my person.

      I leaned against the column with a sigh, not wanting to sit down and risk something burrowing into the folds of my skirts. My stomach growled. I'd not eaten since breakfast and I must have been in the dungeon several hours already. I needed to use the privy, too. A horrible thought struck me. What if Mrs. Denk decided to leave me down here? Who would stop her? No one dared cross her, not even the other teachers. I could starve to death. Or die from boredom.

      My imagination conjured up all the ways in which I could die and calculated how long each would take. It wasn't the happiest way to pass the time, but at least it meant I was no longer thinking about Lincoln.

      More time passed, but I couldn't fathom the length. More than a day? Two? I had to squat in the corner to relieve myself, holding my skirts high to keep them clean. I pictured rats sniffing at my hind quarters and quickly finished and returned to my column in the center of the dungeon. I found my way by feel, my good hand skimming over slimy stones as cold as ice. I shivered as the freezing air seeped through my clothing and skin to my bones. Forget starvation. I would die from the cold before lack of food.

      My legs grew too weary to hold me up so I squatted and finally sat. I don't know when I gave up worrying about rats, but I found I no longer cared if they ventured closer to inspect me. I was sure I felt their tiny claws over my hands, their twitchy noses near my ear. The only thing that roused me from the slab of stone was the sensation of something crawling through my hair.

      I scampered away, only to smack into another column. I'm ashamed to admit that I squealed. Pathetic. The old Charlie would have fallen about laughing if one of the lads in the gang had screamed when a rat ran through his hair. This Charlie was so much weaker. At that moment, I hated her.

      I stood. The old Charlie and the new must make her own luck. I felt my way to the stairs and tripped up the first step, landing hard on my hands and knees. I grunted, as pain spiked through my palm, but managed to suppress it enough to continue up to the top. I banged on the door with my fist then waited.

      No answer.

      "Anyone? Is there someone there?"

      Nothing.

      I banged again and shouted as loud as I could, but there was no response. I felt utterly removed, as if the nearest person were miles away. If the teachers and students abandoned the castle, I would never know.

      I leaned back against the door and closed my eyes. Tears leaked from beneath my lashes. I was thirsty, hungry and helpless. Damn Mrs. Denk to hell, and damn Lincoln too.

      The tinkling of metal had me opening my eyes again. How long had they been shut? I couldn't see a thing, not even the wispy ghost whose chain mail made the sound.

      "Is anyone there?" I asked the darkness.

      The tinkling ceased. Had he stopped or simply floated through to another part of the castle?

      "I can see you, Mr. Ghost," I ventured. "Well, not now, it's too dark, but I've seen you wandering the halls of the school."

      "School?" The rough masculine voice was closer than I thought.

      I grinned. So he could hear me. Thank goodness he wasn't completely mad and unaware of my presence.

      "'Tis not a school," he went on, with equal parts pride and arrogance lacing his tone. "'Tis Inglemere. My home."

      "You owned this castle?"

      "Aye, but I'd wager it was some time ago. Time has no meaning now. I am dead," he added, as if it would be news to me. "Are you the one they are all a-twitter about upstairs?"

      "I suspect so. Charlie Holloway, at your service."

      "Sir Geoffrey Falstead. A pleasure to make your acquaintance, Mistress Holloway. It is not often that I meet a seer of spirits. You are only the second."

      "We're a rare breed."

      "It is a comfort to talk to someone again. I miss company. I miss laughter and serious discussion alike. I miss music. These walls used to echo with it," he murmured. "No longer. Ever since that woman arrived, the air here has grown stale."

      "Mrs. Denk has that effect on air. If you miss company so much, why do you stay? Why not cross over?"

      "I swore to protect Inglemere. The day the siege began, I promised the folk that I would watch over it, even from my grave, if that became necessary. It did, as it happened. I died that day."

      "I'm sorry," I said quietly. "Truly I am. But the siege was a long time ago, Sir Geoffrey, and your contemporaries have all passed. You can go now."

      "It's my duty to protect the castle." He sounded offended. "I do not shy away from my duties, Mistress Holloway."

      "No, of course not." I would not press him on the point. Some ghosts wanted to remain in this realm, and it was their choice to do so. Usually they wished to resolve an issue before moving on, like seek revenge on their killer, or wait to see if a loved one found happiness again. Very few remained indefinitely. "How much do you see on your wanderings?" I asked him.

      "Everything. I see all the comings and goings. That woman bought the castle after my line died out, sadly, but there was little I could do except haunt it. I slammed doors, moved furniture, and flung objects about, but nothing I did frightened her. She remained. One of her students was the first medium I encountered. She acted as an intermediary and the leader and I came to an agreement. I could stay here, quietly, and she would not alter the castle according to the plans she'd drawn up. I agreed." He sighed. "What more could I do? I had no power to stop her, only frighten her students. I will not leave. Ever."

      "You're very noble, Sir Geoffrey, and very loyal to Inglemere. I admire you for it."

      "Thank you, Mistress Holloway. The dungeon is rarely occupied, hence I have few reasons to venture down here, but I heard them speak of you in hushed tones, holed up in this place forsaken by God and your mistress." He sighed. "It's no better down here now than it was in my time. Are you cold?"

      "Extremely." Here was a hope. If I could only get him to do something. "You came down here to check on me? That's very kind of you."

      "It is my duty," he said rather stiffly. I wished I could see him, as I suspected he could see me in the dark. "I came after hearing a maiden beg that woman to release you."

      "Alice?"

      "I believe that is her name."

      "Good for her. I knew she was the bravest person here. What did Mrs. Denk say?"

      "She sent Alice to her room without food."

      "Oh." I drew up my knees and rested my forehead against them. "Poor Alice. When was that?"

      "Time has little meaning for me. Dawn is making an appearance now."

      Some time ago, then. Mrs. Denk truly didn't care for my welfare. Perhaps she really would leave me in here to die. "Sir Geoffrey, will you do something for me?"

      "That's why I came. No gentle woman should be imprisoned down here. It's fit only for traitors and Frenchmen. How can I help?"

      "Is there another escape route? A secret tunnel perhaps?"

      "No. One entry and exit, via the stairs."

      "Damn." I could force him to enter a dead body from the church graveyard I'd spotted beyond the trees, and then frighten Mrs. Denk into handing over the key, but that would require a wait. Besides, there was another way. Perhaps. "Can you give a message to the medium?"

      "There's another medium here aside from yourself?"

      I didn't tell him I was a necromancer, and that there was a difference. "Her name is Meredith. She's about my height and her hair is dark with tight curls. She likes to wear pink. You'll find her in the third bedchamber from the old kitchen."

      "The servants’ quarters," he said absently. "I will fetch her, but she may not be a medium. She does not acknowledge me."

      "She will if you talk to her directly. Tell her she must get the key from Mrs. Denk somehow and slip it under the door."

      "And if she will not do it?"

      "Tell her to fetch Alice. Alice has more courage. She'll do it." It begged the question, however—why hadn't she already tried to get the key and freed me? Or had she tried and failed? "Thank you, Sir Geoffrey. I appreciate you coming here to help a damsel in distress." If a little flattery insured he did his best, then so be it.

      "I can't spend much time convincing her," he warned me. "I must continue on my rounds. The perimeter must be secured, the battlements made ready. The French army lie in wait just beyond the trees and may attack today."

      Oh dear. So he was mad after all. I supposed it was unlikely that a spirit could reside here for so long, alone, and not have lost part of his mind.

      Chain mail rattled and then suddenly ceased. He'd vanished. I waited. And waited. It felt like hours. To take my mind off my hollow stomach and icy bones, I sang every song my adoptive mother had taught me as a child, and when I finished those, I began again, and again, getting louder and less tuneful each time.

      "Cease this infernal noise!" shouted Sir Geoffrey finally.

      "You're back!" I didn't tell him I'd almost given up. The hint of madness hadn't instilled much confidence in me. "Do you have news?"

      "The French draw near."

      "I meant news about my escape. Did you speak with Meredith?"

      "I did. After she calmed and rallied her wits, I followed her to see the other maiden, Alice. Alas, Alice is asleep and cannot be woken."

      "Asleep!" That explained why she hadn't come to assist me. "Did Meredith shake her?"

      "She did, and shouted at her, and poured water over her feet." He sounded agitated, his concentration not on the conversation.

      "Why her feet?"

      "She didn't want to ruin the maiden's hair."

      I rolled my eyes. "And then what happened?"

      "Nothing. She slumbered on."

      Poor Alice was in one of her deep sleeps again, tortured by dreams of the queen chasing her, I suspected.

      The chain mail rattled, moving farther away, then drew close again. He must be standing right in front of me. "Forgive me, Mistress Holloway, I must leave now. This is the safest place for you at present anyway."

      "What are you talking about, Sir Geoffrey? What's happening?"

      "The French will unlikely negotiate."

      I clicked my tongue. If I could grab hold of a ghost, I would have strangled him. I was so close to freedom, and yet so far away. I needed his help. Without him or Meredith or Alice…

      "Can you speak to Meredith again on my behalf?" I asked. "Urge her to come down here on her own. Tell her Mrs. Denk hasn't fed me in over a day."

      "The head woman is busy. I don't like her, but she has more than your wellbeing on her mind at present."

      "What could possibly be more important than my life?" I shouted.

      "The French."

      I groaned. It was hopeless.

      "They're setting up siege equipment," he went on. Once again, the rattle of the chain mail grew distant. "It may be a long, drawn-out battle. The castle isn't well defended anymore, and I doubt a gaggle of schoolgirls will be of much use to me. But I must try. Inglemere will not fall! Not as long as I haunt its corridors." His voice faded and the chain mail stopped rattling.

      "Sir Geoffrey?"

      No response.

      I felt my way around the walls, and stumbled from column to column. "Sir Geoffrey, are you there?"

      No answer. He was gone.

      I crumpled to the floor and burst into tears, but they didn't last long. Crying would not get me out, although it made me feel a little better. All I could do now was wait, either for Mrs. Denk to come to her senses or for Alice to waken. She couldn't sleep forever, and surely Mrs. Denk wouldn't abandon me altogether. She was cruel but not a murderess.

      I tucked my arms against my chest and drew my knees up. It did nothing to warm me, and I shivered uncontrollably. My teeth chattered and it felt like ice slid along my veins. If I remained in the dungeon much longer, I would surely die from the freezing damp.

      Would my imp consider that life threatening? I closed my fist around the amber. "I release you." When nothing happened, I repeated the instruction in French, as my mother had told me to do. "Je libère toi."

      Again, nothing. I sighed. Perhaps it was a positive thing that my imp didn't consider me to be in imminent danger.

      A light tap on the door had me spinning toward the staircase. Had I imagined it?

      There it was again, louder. No, not a tap. It was the clank of solid iron on wood. A key? I scrambled across the floor on hands and knees so as not to trip up the bottom step in the dark. My sore palm stung, but I didn't care. "Mrs. Denk?" I would promise to be good from this point on. Well, until my escape from the school. And I would keep that promise too. I didn't want her keen eye on me, watching my every move while I planned my exit.

      The door opened a crack, letting in a sliver of light. "It's me," came a girl's voice. "Meredith. Charlie?"

      "Meredith!" Thank God. She'd plucked up the courage to rescue me after all.

      The door widened and her face appeared in shadow. She held up a candle and squinted into the dimness. "I've come to get you out. We need you." She glanced behind her and beckoned me to come.

      I climbed the stairs and took her offered hand. "Thank you. I was beginning to think I'd die in there."

      Her rosy pink lips flattened. "Sir Geoffrey told me Mrs. Denk hasn't fed you. My God, Charlie, that's awful." She stepped away and studied me. Her pert nose wrinkled. "You look terrible."

      My dress was dirty, particularly at the knees and hem, and my hands filthy. No doubt evidence of my tears still marked my face too, and I hated to think what my hair looked like. "It's been an ordeal. Thank you for rescuing me. Now, I must face Mrs. Denk. Or escape the castle altogether." I bit my lip, unsure how to proceed.

      Her eyes widened, and she glanced anxiously behind her again. "You can't do either, I'm afraid."

      A thunderous bang boomed above us, followed by crashing that seemed to go on and on. High pitched screaming followed, only to be drowned out by Meredith's wail.

      She flattened herself to the floor and threw her arms over her head. Her candle went out, and she began to cry.

      "What was that?" I asked, joining her on the floor.

      "They're attacking!" she cried. "Sir Geoffrey said they would. I thought him mad, but I should have listened to him. I should have warned Mrs. Denk not to go out there, and now she's gone too, possibly dead! And we have only a ghost to help us and a few girls and teachers with no military experience. We're going to die, Charlie!"

      The entire world had gone mad in one solitary evening. Or had I fallen through a portal to an alternate realm? "Meredith, what are you talking about?"

      Someone screamed again. It was quickly followed by several more screams, including Meredith's. Another booming crash brought an eerie silence over the castle, however. My stomach plunged. I preferred the screams.

      "Meredith!" I shouted, shaking her. "What's happening?"

      "The French army is attacking the castle! We're under siege!"

      I sat back on my haunches and stared at her. Either she was mad, or I was. There was only one way to find out. I got to my feet, hauling her up as I did so. She sobbed loudly. "Tell me everything that has transpired overnight." I took her hand and dragged her with me.

      She planted her feet and pulled back. "I'm not leaving. If the castle falls down, it's safest down there in the dungeon."

      "Not if the entrance is blocked by rubble. Trust me, Meredith, the safest place is far away from here. Where are Mrs. Denk and the others?"

      "Mrs. Denk left early this morning to negotiate with the army." Her face crumpled. "She didn't return."

      "So…it really is the French army, or are you simply repeating what Sir Geoffrey said?"

      She hugged her body. "I don't know if they're French or not," she cried. "All I do know is, there are hundreds, if not thousands of soldiers surrounding the castle. Some are mounted, most are on foot. One holds a banner with a red heart on it."

      "That is not the French flag."

      She swiped at her tears. "An emissary asked for Alice."

      "Alice! What has she got to do with any of this?"

      "I don't know," she wailed. "But Mrs. Denk refused to hand her over. She demanded to know the meaning of their presence, and the emissary simply stated that Alice was wanted for treason against their queen and country."

      "Which country?"

      "I didn't hear."

      "What did Mrs. Denk do then?"

      "She claimed the entire thing was ridiculous. She thought the locals were having a lark, or a mock battle on school grounds. She was furious, and marched out to confront them and demand they leave. Sir Geoffrey warned her not to, but she couldn't hear him, of course. Only I could, and…" She burst into a fresh round of tears. "…and I didn't pass on his warning…and now she's dead!"

      I took her in my arms and patted her back. "We don't know that," I said half-heartedly. My mind reeled with all sorts of scenarios, but one thing became clear. Alice was the key. She'd dreamed about a queen chasing her, and here was the army of a queen on our doorstep, demanding her return.

      Alice's dream had come to life.

      It was ridiculous, and yet I'd seen some strange things in the last few months. I'd be a fool to dismiss any theories, no matter how fanciful.

      I heard Sir Geoffrey shout, but I couldn't make out his words, followed by more screams from the girls. They must be extremely frightened. Meredith whimpered.

      I grasped her shoulders. "You must wake Alice." If my theory was correct, then Alice had it in her power to stop the army, simply by waking up. If they were a figment of her dreams, then they would disappear if she wasn't dreaming. If my theory was wrong, however…

      "What are you going to do?" Meredith asked.

      "Pass on Sir Geoffrey's instructions to the girls. He knows this castle's strengths better than anyone, and I'd wager he's seen more battles than all of us combined." I picked up my skirts and ran up the stairs. "Go!" I shouted.

      I passed a girl in the grip of hysteria on the stairs. I tried stopping her, but she was determined to reach the dungeon. I waited to make sure Meredith didn't succumb to the temptation too, and when I saw her following me, continued on my way up to one of the towers at the top of the castle keep for the best view.

      What I saw took my breath away. A large gap yawned in the crenellated battlements. Going by the rubble and the matching gap on the other side, the tower had been blasted by a great force.

      I picked my way through the mess, careful not to slip on the icy surface, and peered over the edge. "Dear God." A sea of soldiers dressed in red and white amassed on the frosty lawn, a giant catapult on wheels in their midst. Mounted soldiers ranged behind and to the side of the main army, sunlight glinting off their swords. Most of the soldiers were on foot, either carrying swords or long bows. It was these archers who now removed arrows from their quivers.

      A movement to the left caught my eye. Sir Geoffrey! He drifted down to the tower, his attention on the army below. He hadn't seen me.

      "Take cover!" he bellowed. "Incoming!"

      A hail of arrows arched upward like a flock of swallows then changed course and plunged from the sky. "Jesus!" I ducked back down the winding staircases, out of the way. An arrow slipped down the stairs and came to rest beside me.

      Sir Geoffrey's spirit suddenly manifested in the stairwell. His craggy features creased into a frown. "You got out."

      "Meredith rescued me," I said on a breath. "Sir Geoffrey…is this truly happening?"

      He nodded grimly. "The castle will be lost. We don't have any weapons, and the maidens cannot be expected to fight."

      "Where are they?"

      "Cowering in their beds."

      I could hardly blame them. "Tell me what to do."

      Another rainfall of arrows sprinkled onto the tower above. "The main gatehouse has fallen and the French are in the bailey. The catapults have done some terrible damage to the walls."

      "So I saw," I said heavily. "Oh, Sir Geoffrey, I'm sorry."

      He squared his shoulders, causing his chain mail to ripple. "I heard their commander give orders for the battering ram to be fetched. They'll be inside the keep soon."

      "I can't believe it," I muttered, finally digesting what my eyes had seen moments before. Those soldiers were real. Their weapons were real. We'd been thrust into a medieval battle.

      Medieval warfare was a bloody, brutal business.

      Sir Geoffrey tried to touch my shoulder, but his hand went straight through. He stared at it, as if he'd forgotten he was a spirit. "You must prepare yourself and the other maidens for the worst."

      "What do you think the worst will entail?"

      The look he gave me was filled with bleak horror. "The French have no morals."

      I swallowed. "Alice is our only hope now. I'll try to wake her."

      "What can she do?" he called after me as I raced back down the narrow, curving stairs.

      "I'll explain later." If it worked.

      I almost propelled into Meredith, heading in the opposite direction. I caught her shoulders and steadied her. "Well?" I pressed. "Did you wake Alice?"

      The huge dark pools of her eyes filled with fear and sickening horror. She shook her head. "Charlie…" Her voice trembled. "Charlie, she's gone. I can't find Alice."
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      "What do you mean, she's gone?" I shouted at Meredith. "She can't be gone! She was asleep." And if she woke, wouldn't the army disappear?

      "I can't find her." Tears streamed down Meredith's face. She hugged herself, and looked as skittish as a kitten.

      The thick walls of the castle blocked the sounds of the army's preparations and Sir Geoffrey's barked commands. I could no longer hear screaming. It felt as if Meredith and I were the only two people alive.

      "Have you searched the castle?" I asked. "She must be somewhere."

      "I performed a quick search, but not all of the school is accessible anymore. The boulders flung by the catapult damaged some of the walls, and I was too afraid to go onto the towers."

      "Is anyone hurt?"

      "I don't think so. Some are hiding in the dungeon, thinking that's the safest place."

      If we couldn't leave, it may well have been, but it could also act as a trap. "Well done, Meredith, but now you must help me find Alice."

      "Why?"

      "She's the key to this."

      Her tears stopped. She blinked at me. "You're not going to hand her over to them, are you?"

      "No! I can't explain it, but I think if she wakes from her dream, the army will disappear."

      Her brow creased. "That's nonsensical."

      "There are a great many things in this world that don't make sense, Meredith, but I've discovered that it doesn't make them any less real. Take Sir Geoffrey." I glanced back up the staircase to where I'd last seen him.

      "Yes," she whispered, wiping her cheeks. "You're right. We'll find her."

      I gave her a quick hug. Trembles wracked her, but at least she'd stopped crying. "We'll enlist the help of as many girls as we can. Alice must be here somewhere, either sleepwalking or in a trance."

      A thud from below stopped us both short. Meredith grasped my hand hard. "What was that?"

      "The battering ram. They're trying to get in. We must hurry. Rally as many as you can from the dungeon. I'm going to begin my search on the towers."

      "You can't go out there, Charlie!"

      I squeezed her hand. "Go, Meredith. Have courage."

      I ran through the grim corridor to the dayroom and drawing room beyond, up another tight flight of winding stairs to the tower. This one was near the back of the castle, a part I'd not yet seen. The spectacular view of the barren winter landscape was marred by the ring of soldiers stomping their feet in the cold. Their numbers weren't as thick as at the front, but getting past them would be impossible.

      The tower sported no damage like the ones at the front of the castle and it was easier to move around, although I had to be careful not to slip. My indoor shoes weren't made for the slick conditions.

      There was no sign of Alice so I returned inside. I wasn't aware of how cold it had been on the tower until I was out of the breeze. The castle couldn't be called warm by any stretch of the imagination, but my bones no longer felt frozen as they had in the dungeon. Racing hither and thither had its benefits.

      Below me, the battering ram once again thumped into the thick double doors at the keep's entrance. I'd loathed the heavy iron bolt and wooden crossbar when I'd first seen them upon my arrival—they only added to my feeling of imprisonment. But now I appreciated them enormously. I wondered who'd slid them closed over the doors after Mrs. Denk left. Perhaps it was Meredith, acting on Sir Geoffrey's instruction.

      A sprinkling of terrified screams followed the thump. Good. It meant Meredith had convinced some of the girls to join her in searching for Alice. I would never consider her cowardly again. She may be terrified, but she was forging ahead with the task set for her, despite her fears. That was a true measure of courage.

      I continued my search across the top of the castle, running up and down stairs until my thighs burned and sweat dampened unmentionable places. The battering ram continued its rhythmic hammering, to the tune of screaming. I rushed past girls in the corridors, searching for Alice in each room, under beds, in cupboards. With every slam of the battering ram, their cries became more and more desperate.

      Alice had to be somewhere in the castle. If I were her, and someone was after me, where would I go?

      The battering ram slammed into the door again. Wood splintered. Girls screamed. If the army wasn't already inside, they would be soon. Once they were in, would they act like the animals Sir Geoffrey described, or would they leave us alone and go in search of Alice? Did they even know what she looked like?

      What if I pretended to be her and gave myself up?

      It might work, if they'd never met her. It could buy us some valuable time to continue the search.

      I headed past a terrified teacher down to the ground level. It was mostly deserted, the girls having fled as far away from the door as possible.

      "Charlie, where are you going?" Meredith called from the main staircase leading up from the castle's central court. "It's too dangerous down there. They'll be through soon."

      "I'm going to speak to them."

      "No! You shouldn't! Come with us. We're going to lock ourselves in the old kitchen."

      I waved her off and hurried to the door. Some of the wooden panels were damaged, and the hinges loose. It wouldn't hold for long.

      "One!" came a shout from beyond the door. "Two!"

      "Wait!" I cried. "Stop at once! I'll give myself up if you promise to leave everyone in here alone."

      "Who are you?" demanded the harsh voice.

      "Alice."

      Murmurs followed my pronouncement. "Show yourself."

      Damnation. If he wanted to see me, that most likely meant he could identify Alice. We looked nothing alike. She was beautiful and fair, while I had brown hair and was shorter, plainer. "I want some promises from you before I do so," I called back.

      "The Queen of Hearts does not make promises."

      The Queen of Hearts? Good lord, what next? "What will happen to me if I give myself up?"

      "Execution, of course!"

      I stumbled backward. Execution! "With no trial?"

      The soldiers laughed. "Give yourself up, Alice! The queen will not rest until she receives justice for your slights against her!" He began counting again in a guttural voice that cracked on the word "One!"

      "The white rabbit," muttered a familiar voice behind me. "Must find the white rabbit."

      "Alice!"

      She stood in her nightgown with nothing on her feet and no wrap around her shoulders. Her glassy eyes looked straight through me.

      "Two!" came the order beyond the door.

      "Alice, wake up!" I shook her shoulders, but she continued to stare and mutter something about finding the white rabbit. "Alice, you must wake up now!"

      "Three!" roared the commander.

      The battering ram slammed into the doors. Wood cracked and the hinges snapped. I grabbed Alice's hand and ran toward the dungeon steps.

      But it was too late. The army was through and they'd spotted us. The commander's shout of "Get her!" could barely be heard over the soldiers' triumphant cries.

      I dragged Alice after me, but she was almost as lifeless as a rag doll. Progress was slow. Too slow. The fastest soldier lunged for her as we reached the top of the stairs.

      I shoved her to the side and we both smacked into the stone wall. The soldier's momentum propelled him down the steps. The sickening crunch of bones and screams of pain became lost amid the battle cries of the other soldiers, almost upon us. I bundled Alice against me and closed my hand around my amber necklace.

      "I release you, Imp!"

      Nothing happened. Everything had gone quiet. I glanced over my shoulder. We were alone. There were no soldiers, no battering ram, and no distant shouts to signal retreat. They'd simply vanished. I leaned back against the wall and expelled a deep breath. Thank God.

      Alice stirred in my arms. She blinked at me, her eyes clear and bright. "Charlie?" She looked around, nibbling on her lower lip. "Oh. Oh no. Charlie, I'm so sorry."

      "It's all right," I muttered between my heaving breaths. "It's not your fault."

      "But they came alive because of me." She eyed me carefully. "Because of my dreams. Do you understand?"

      "I had guessed."

      "And…you believe me?"

      "When you've seen what I've seen, you believe the fantastical without question. But this…" I nodded toward the courtyard where the battered doors lay fractured on the ground. "This is quite fantastical indeed. You must tell me everything you know about your gift, but not now. We must see if anyone is injured."

      "Gift," she sneered. "I wouldn't call it that.

      I took her hand and we headed up the main stairs. "We looked everywhere for you," I said. "Do you know where you went or have you forgotten everything from your…dream?"

      "I haven't forgotten. I never forget, although I lack a certain real world awareness while I'm asleep." She sighed. "I was here the entire time, but I drank the potion to shrink myself."

      I stopped. "Shrink yourself! You mean…your real body changed too, not just your dream self?"

      She lifted one shoulder. "It's a strange magic."

      "Indeed."

      "I tried to speak to you in my dream," she went on as we headed up to the uppermost level. "But you couldn't hear me. So I went in search of the White Rabbit instead. He's a guide, of sorts." I gave her a blank look and she sighed. "Never mind."

      We met Sir Geoffrey coming down the stairs, an exultant look on his ghostly face. He grinned at me. "We did it, Mistress Holloway! We forced the French to retreat."

      I wouldn't dampen his good mood with the truth. "We did, Sir Geoffrey." To Alice, I said, "Sir Geoffrey is the resident ghost here."

      She sidled closer to me. "You can see him?" she asked in hushed tones.

      I nodded. "As can Meredith. Come, we must find her. She's been very brave throughout this ordeal."

      "She has," Sir Geoffrey said with a firm nod. "I ought to warn you, that woman is walking back. She'll be here any moment."

      "Mrs. Denk! I almost forgot about her."

      "Girls!" came her distinctive shriek from the doorway below. "Girls!" She clapped her hands, the sound echoing around the walls. "To me! Now!"
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