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			The creative adult is the child who has survived.
 – Ursula K. Le Guin

			

			Chapter One

			The Sound of Thunder

			It was storming in Elsewhere.

			Rain penetrated the canopy like bullets. Lightning struck, loud as gunfire. Thunder rolled in like cannons fired from a distance.

			Elsie Clarke heard the rain as soon as she stepped through the Gateway in Madam Tryll’s bedroom, the one hidden in the mirror in the corner. The other Gifted students trailed behind her as their teacher led them through the halls of the empty school – an almost perfect replica of the real Miss Coleridge’s Academy for Gifted Youths. They reached the front doors and stepped out onto the porch.

			The world of Elsewhere stretched out before her – the Place Where Lost Children Go. The place where Elsie had learned what she really was. Tryll had once described Elsewhere as ‘a physical collective consciousness’, but Elsie still wasn’t sure what that meant. All she knew was that Elsewhere was an endless forest with soft green grass, fireflies that danced in the air, and colossal trees that housed the souls of the Gifted – the people chosen by Elsewhere to possess powers far above ordinary human abilities.

			Elsewhere tried its best to mirror the real world, but it often got details wrong. There was no breeze, for starters, no sun or moon, and flowers that usually grew on bushes bloomed from the trees instead.

			Elsie had never seen it rain in Elsewhere before, so the heavy downpour immediately struck her as odd. The concerned look on Tryll’s face confirmed it.

			They stood under the shelter, staring out into the vast, open emptiness, watching as fat raindrops pounded against the dirt. The trees were drenched with water, their branches swaying incessantly as though caught in a hurricane.

			‘Why is it raining?’ Elsie called over the thunder.

			Tryll’s pale blue eyes studied the horror landscape before her. She wrapped her purple coat tighter around her. ‘I think it’s a message of some kind. Elsewhere is trying to warn us.’

			‘Warn us about what?’ asked Yasmin Amara, Elsie’s best friend, but Tryll didn’t have the answer.

			The sky was darker than Elsie had ever seen it – no stars, no moon, nothing but black – until lightning struck and Elsewhere lit up like a lantern, filling the world with white.

			It was usually daytime in Elsewhere – or the illusion of it anyway – with morning dew adorning the leaves and dampening the grass, never drying. The replica school stood tall and proud, watching over the clearing where Elsie and her classmates had been taking their Gifted lessons for almost a year now. But now the clearing was filled with shadow. The place where Elsie had always felt safest suddenly felt eerie and dangerous.

			She made to step out into the rain, but Tryll put a hand on her shoulder and held her back. ‘Not yet, darling. Just let me think.’

			But Elsie had only moved because she’d spotted a figure in the distance. He’d appeared from around the school’s right side, hurrying through the rain, holding onto his cap whilst his ginger hair plastered itself to his forehead.

			‘Jack, hurry!’ she shouted.

			He must have been in his treehouse when the rain started. Unlike Elsie and the others, Jack O’Connor wasn’t a student at the academy and had been living in Elsewhere for the past year. He sprinted towards the sheltered porch, kicking up water as he went, then clambered up the steps, shivering with cold.

			‘Oh, darling, are you alright?’ Tryll fussed, pulling him further under cover.

			‘Not really. I hate thunderstorms,’ he admitted. ‘But where’s it coming from? It never rains here.’

			‘I know. I’m still figuring that out.’

			‘My treehouse is going to be ruined.’ Jack pouted and Elsie put a sympathetic hand on his shoulder.

			The others – Maisie Finch, Lili Xing, Jonas Reed, Nicholas Whitby, Aria Roberts and the twins, Klaus and Klara Müller – looked just as confused. They’d all arrived at Tryll’s office that night, excited for another lesson in Gift mastering. Elsie guessed they wouldn’t be having their lesson today.

			‘I hear something,’ Aria murmured. She’d covered her ears with her hands because the rain and thunder must have hurt her magically oversensitive ears, but now she pulled her hands away, staring into the distance.

			She took off down the steps and into the downpour, ignoring Tryll’s shouts to return. Elsie watched as Aria reached a tree, wrapped her arms around its wet trunk and pressed her ear to the bark.

			A minute later, she turned back with an expression so horrified, it made Elsie shiver. Aria ran back towards the porch, her shoes sloshing in the deep puddles, shouting all the while. But her faint voice was hard to hear and Elsie strained to make out the words.

			‘London! They’ve reached … The Germans … attack. They’re … London!’

			‘What?’ Jonas called back.

			Aria reached the porch. ‘The German airships have reached London,’ she repeated. ‘They’re going to attack. They’re going to bomb London!’

			Elsie’s spine stiffened. Ever since the war had broken out last year in 1914, its shadow had loomed over her life, darkening it in ways she’d never imagined. It was bad enough that their last headmistress had tried to turn the academy into a military school, training children in the art of war, leaving Elsie and her friends no choice but to intervene. She’d hoped that that would be the worst of it but now, on the thirty-first of May 1915, it seemed the war had found her again.

			The other children stood still, paralysed by fear. All except for Klaus and Klara, who retreated into the safety of the hallway behind, away from accusing eyes. Their German heritage had made them the target of bullying in the last few months, but Elsie had long since learned her lesson about that. Klaus and Klara were not guilty by blood, no matter what the papers said. They couldn’t help where they came from.

			Elsie put them out of her mind as a new, more insistent thought occurred to her.

			Mum. Dad. Our house. In Kensington. Right in the heart of London!

			If bombs were about to fall, then Elsie’s parents were in the firing line.

			Everyone looked to Tryll for answers. ‘What do we do, miss?’ asked Nicholas.

			

			‘There’s nothing we can do,’ Tryll replied.

			‘You’re giving up?’ Maisie cried, tears pooling in her eyes.

			‘But miss, we’re Gifted,’ Lili argued. ‘Surely, there must be something we can –’

			‘No!’ Tryll roared over the thunder, lightning flashing in her eyes. ‘There is nothing we can do. This is not like stopping Miss Coleridge. This is real war, and I will not be the one to drag you into it. Now please, get inside, all of you! Back to the real school, back to bed. Go on. Go!’

			The children argued with her as she ushered them inside, but Elsie stood still, counting every lightning strike and wondering if each one indicated a bomb that had fallen in the real world. Her hands shook.

			‘Elsie, are you coming?’ she heard Yas say from behind her.

			Elsie didn’t answer. Instead, she ran.

			As she darted out into the rain, Tryll shouted after her. ‘Elsie! Stop! Don’t you dare –’

			But Elsie didn’t listen and once she was far enough away, the others’ voices were drowned out completely. She bolted for the nearest tree, lifted her palm, and directed it at the trunk, preparing for the motion that would open her Gateway. Like Tryll, Elsie was a Guardian, one of the few Gifted capable of entering and exiting Elsewhere at will. She wasn’t supposed to use it without her teacher’s permission, but that had never stopped her before.

			

			Despite her terror, she kept her focus, curling her fingers around an invisible key and turning it. An archway carved itself into the tree’s trunk before swinging open like a door and she headed straight for it, racing into the dark and emerging in her bedroom back home.

			The magnetic pull in her chest broke apart, like two halves that had been separated. The force of it caused her to stumble (or perhaps her knees were shaking too) and her shoes left muddy stains on the carpet.

			She went to the window. It was not raining here; the night was clear and moonless. The only light emanated from the city itself – a perfect target.

			All was quiet. After the torrential downpour of Elsewhere and the fear it had struck into her heart, this was peaceful in comparison. Where were the Zeppelins? Where were the bombs? Where were the screams?

			Elsie ran from her room, dripping water all over the floor – her mother would kill her for it, but then again, so might the bombs. She went to her parents’ bedroom first, ready to shout them awake, but the room was empty, the bed still made.

			She returned to the hallway, padding down the staircase to see a light on in the sitting room. The clock on the wall read eleven pm. She burst into the room so suddenly, the door smacked against the wall.

			‘Mum! Dad! They’re coming! We have to go. Now!’ Elsie cried.

			

			A startled cry came from Mrs Clarke, who’d been sitting in an armchair by the fire with a cup of tea. The sudden arrival of her daughter – who was supposed to be in Wales – had caused her to spill her tea all over her front, staining her housedress. Mr Clarke looked up from his book, his mouth hanging open.

			‘What on earth …’ Mrs Clarke stammered. ‘Elsie, what are you doing here? How did you get here? And why are you dripping water on my carpet?’

			‘There’s no time to talk,’ Elsie replied, knocking the now empty cup out of her mother’s hand. ‘You’re in danger. We have to go!’

			‘Go where? What for?’ Mr Clarke asked, standing now.

			‘Just follow me.’

			Elsie pulled her mother out of the chair and over to the door.

			‘Elsie, stop it! Let go of me.’

			‘I can’t. You have to come!’

			‘Where?’

			‘This way!’

			Her parents, distressed and confused, followed her out of the sitting room and up the stairs to her bedroom.

			‘You said we had to leave,’ Mrs Clarke said. ‘Why are we going upstairs?’

			‘Because this way is quicker,’ Elsie replied and this time her parents didn’t bother to argue. Perhaps they thought this was all a dream, that the heat from the fire had caused them to doze off without realising. Elsie hoped so because that theory worked in her favour.

			The theory was further cemented upon entering Elsie’s bedroom, where her Gateway stood wide open in the wall, revealing nothing but darkness beyond. Her parents halted, pulling back.

			‘Elsie,’ Mrs Clarke began, her voice trembling. ‘What is that?’

			‘It’s … never mind. Just come on.’

			When her parents didn’t move, Elsie pushed them from behind. They all stumbled forward, into the Gateway, into the darkness, into the safety of Elsewhere. Except …

			They weren’t in Elsewhere.

			Instead of emerging in the familiar evergreen forest, they found themselves out on the streets. Another London street, by the looks of it, not too far from Kensington.

			Elsie’s parents turned in circles, breathing hard, as though unable to comprehend this shift of environment.

			‘We were in the sitting room. I was having tea. How did we get here?’ Mrs Clarke mumbled to herself as she staggered on the spot.

			‘This is Stoke Newington,’ Mr Clarke muttered as he examined the street. ‘Elsie, what are we doing here?’

			‘I don’t know,’ she replied honestly. She hadn’t even been thinking of Stoke Newington, so why had Elsewhere diverted her?

			The street was like any other residential London street – packed with symmetrical brick houses squished together on either side of the road. Each one had steps leading to the door and a brick fence at the front of the yard. A nearby street sign read, ‘Alkham Rd’. Everything looked normal.

			At this time of night, the street was empty. The windows were dark. There wasn’t a sound to be heard, not until …

			A strange, unearthly whistle, not like any sound a human could make. It was the sound of something falling from the sky.

			Elsie couldn’t see it in the dark, but she saw what came next.

			Halfway down the street, a bright light flashed, followed by an explosion that almost burst her eardrums and shook the ground under her feet. At first, she thought lightning had struck, but the sound of thunder that followed turned out to be the rumble of bricks collapsing. Flames illuminated the house, drawing her closer.

			Mr Clarke grabbed her arm. ‘What are you doing? Stay back!’

			Elsie wriggled out of her father’s grip, eager to get closer. She had to see for herself.

			She ran down the street, her parents calling after her. She counted the house numbers as she went, before stopping at a distance from the wreckage.

			House number sixteen lay in ruins. The roof had caved in and the top floor was in flames, casting an eerie orange glow through the only surviving window. The front brickwork had turned to dust. The residents – a husband and wife, their children and two guests – stumbled out the front door, coughing from the smoke but otherwise miraculously unharmed.

			Elsie breathed a sigh of relief. They were okay. Shaken, perhaps, but alive. She wondered if they knew then that they’d just made history as the first building in London to fall victim to a German aerial attack. Perhaps not. In their shoes, it probably felt more like being in the wrong place at the wrong time, in the wrong house, on the wrong street.

			A few doors opened along the street and those brave enough to venture outside came over to help, to ask if the family was alright or if they needed an ambulance.

			Elsie’s legs were shaking, and her ears were ringing, but despite her fear, she looked up. It was too dark to see anything – the sky was pitch black – but only because she knew what to look for did she finally make it out – a large, cigar-like shape that hung over London like a storm cloud, blotting out the stars.

			Elsie felt her parents’ hands on her shoulders as they turned her forcefully around.

			‘We are not staying here, Elsie,’ Mr Clarke warned through gritted teeth. ‘We have to go.’

			She nodded and let them lead this time, but as they passed a side alley that was coated in darkness, she pulled back. ‘This way!’

			‘Down there?’ her father cried incredulously. ‘Are you insane? We need to get somewhere safe.’

			‘What do you think I’m doing?’ Elsie shot back and broke free from them. She ran into the alley, leaving them no choice but to follow.

			Another whistle reached her ears as she summoned a new Gateway, knowing the old one would close in its place. She held the door open. ‘Come on. Get in,’ she said, but her parents just stared blankly.

			A second explosion sounded nearby, causing another earthquake that travelled up through Elsie’s legs and into her chest, settling in her heart, which pounded harder than ever.

			She took her parents’ hands and shut her eyes as she pulled them into the dark once more and only opened them again when she felt the world shift under her feet.
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			They emerged in the dining hall of Miss Coleridge’s Academy for Gifted Youths. All was quiet as the students – well, most of them – were in bed and fast asleep. Elsie closed her Gateway before anyone else could stumble through by accident. Meanwhile, Mr and Mrs Clarke staggered into a seat at the nearest table, clutching their chests and breathing hard, eyes ready to pop from their sockets.

			‘Elsie,’ Mrs Clarke said weakly as she regained her voice, ‘are you at all planning on explaining any of this?’

			‘Uh, in a minute,’ Elsie replied, hurrying to the hall’s great doors. She peered out into the darkened foyer, listening for footsteps. She couldn’t be sure where the others were, if they’d gone to bed already or if they were out looking for her. Only one plan came to mind, so she begged Elsewhere to help her accomplish it.

			Hello? the voice in her mind called out, reaching for someone to pick up on the other end. Klara? Klaus? Can you hear me? I’m in the dining hall. Bring Tryll. And Yas!

			A second later, she received a response.

			We’re coming, just stay put!

			Elsie exhaled, turning back to her parents, who watched her with dazed expressions. Now that she had a chance to breathe, she worried she’d gone too far. The bombs had fallen in Stoke Newington, not Kensington. Her parents might have been safe after all. Yet she’d broken Elsewhere’s trust to rescue them – just them, not even the victims of the attack – and now she’d brought them here, to school, where they would have endless questions. She only hoped that Yas’s Gift could smooth this all over.

			Her parents remained silent, too afraid to speak. Finally, the clatter of footsteps echoed through the foyer and in came Tryll, followed by Klara and Yas. Tryll rushed to Elsie’s side, taking her face in her hands. ‘Never, ever, ever do that again!’

			Elsie flicked her eyes towards her parents. ‘Bigger problems right now.’

			Tryll straightened up and faced Elsie’s parents. Mr and Mrs Clarke looked pleased to be in the presence of another adult – someone with real answers.

			Mr Clarke stood, smoothing his wrinkled shirt. ‘I don’t know what kind of nightmare I’m a part of right now, but there better be a damn good explanation for all this … this chaos!’

			Tryll put on her best smile and replied gently, ‘Mr Clarke, you really ought to stay sitting. You’ve been through a lot tonight and I’m afraid it’s only going to get worse.’

			‘Worse?’ Mrs Clarke cried, looking faint. ‘What could possibly be worse than having my daughter appear out of nowhere, staining my best housedress and finding myself in the middle of an air raid in central London?’

			‘What’s worse is you won’t remember any of it. I’m sorry.’

			Mr and Mrs Clarke exchanged a look. ‘Won’t remember?’ they echoed.

			Tryll glanced at Yas, who stepped forward, looking nervous herself. Elsie took her best friend’s hand and held it tight. Yas took a deep breath, looked directly into the eyes of the grown-ups, and said, ‘You must be tired. You came such a long way to see Elsie. It’s a shame the train arrived so late.’

			Mr and Mrs Clarke stared at Yas, taking her in for the first time. Their eyes became cloudy.

			‘The train?’ Mr Clarke repeated. ‘Yes, it must have been held up.’

			‘You mentioned they served nice pastries, though. What was it? Jam tarts?’

			Mrs Clarke nodded along. ‘Yes, raspberry jam. I remember.’ She licked her lips as though she could taste it.

			‘And some tea, by the looks of it.’ Yas pointed to the stain on Mrs Clarke’s dress. ‘Elsie hasn’t been feeling well lately, so it was good of you to come all this way to see her. You just arrived later than we expected. But that’s okay, you can take one of the spare teacher’s rooms. I’m sure Madam Tryll won’t mind.’ Yas looked at Tryll, who nodded encouragingly.

			Mr Clarke glanced down at his feet. ‘Where is our luggage?’

			Yas’s smile faltered. Elsie had always been impressed by Yas’s ability to spin a story out of thin air and have her listener magically believe it, but she supposed that sometimes it was tricky to get the lie just right. The believability relied on the details.

			‘You weren’t carrying any luggage when you arrived,’ Yas said. ‘This was only supposed to be a short trip, after all. Though you did say something about a carry bag. You said you’d left it on the train somewhere. Someone might have nicked it by now.’

			Mrs Clarke let out a soft exclamation of despair. ‘Not my soaps.’

			‘Don’t worry, we’ve got plenty to go around. You do look awfully tired, though. Ms Tryll can show you to your room if you’d like to rest.’

			‘Yes, I think we might,’ Mrs Clarke replied, stifling a yawn.

			Tryll took them gently by the shoulders and led them from the dining hall. They followed obediently, not even glancing at Elsie, whom they had supposedly come all this way to see. They needed sleep. Sleep would make the past disappear. Tonight would be nothing more than a dream.

			‘Thanks for the help,’ Elsie said once the adults were gone. ‘I really screwed up this time.’

			Yas shook her head. ‘I would’ve done the same if I could.’

			‘Tryll’s not really mad,’ Klara said. ‘She was just scared. We all were.’

			‘So was I,’ Elsie admitted. ‘Only I don’t feel like a hero. I saved my parents but they weren’t the ones in danger. I didn’t do anything to help those that were. I could have at least tried, I could have …’

			‘You can’t save everyone, Elsie,’ Yas said, and though she was right, it didn’t make Elsie feel any better.
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			When Yas and Klara finally went to bed, Elsie went to Tryll’s office. She found her teacher in her bedroom, unlacing her boots. Her long blonde hair hung loose over her shoulders, a delicate curtain. Elsie remembered the first time she’d entered this bedroom, spurred on by the magnetic pull in her chest directing her towards the standing mirror in the corner. It had been a shock to see the glass open inwards and Tryll’s head pop out from the other side. The biggest shock had come upon stepping through the mirror to the world beyond it.

			Elsie knocked on the open bedroom door. ‘Sorry, miss. Can we talk?’

			Tryll glanced over with weary eyes and nodded. ‘Come on in.’

			Elsie stepped inside, noting the freshly picked violets on the nightstand and the mirror in the corner, which hid Tryll’s Gateway. She sat on the end of the bed. ‘Are my parents alright? Did they believe Yas’s story?’

			Tryll moved on to the next boot. ‘Yes, they did. They’ll wake up tomorrow, believing that they only came to see you for a few days due to your poor health. They’ll have no knowledge of the bombings, not until they read it in the papers. Then they’ll head on home, back to London to check on the house, I expect. They’ll be fine.’

			

			Elsie fiddled with the end of her long, blonde braid. ‘Do you think I did a good thing? Or was it foolish?’ she asked, dreading the answer.

			‘It was absolutely foolish,’ Tryll replied sternly. ‘But foolish doesn’t always mean wrong. You had good intentions, Elsie, though you clearly didn’t think it all through. Bringing Ungifted through a Gateway is … well, it’s a risk, to say the least.’ She removed her boots and placed them by the wall next to her gardening wellies.

			‘Yes, well, it didn’t quite go as planned,’ Elsie began, then told Tryll exactly what had happened – how the Gateway had skipped over Elsewhere entirely, diverting her to Stoke Newington, right in the line of fire, before taking them back to school, skipping Elsewhere yet again. ‘Why couldn’t I get back into Elsewhere?’ she finished. ‘Do you think it’s mad at me?’

			Tryll sat against the headboard and brushed her hair over one shoulder. ‘Elsie, your parents are Ungifted adults. They aren’t allowed to see Elsewhere. I don’t believe they have the imagination for it. Exceptions are sometimes made with Ungifted children, though it is rare. Elsewhere allowed you to save them, but it did so on its own terms, I think.’

			‘Then why did it take me to the site of the bombing? Was it because I was thinking about it? Was it my fault? Or was Elsewhere trying to teach me a lesson?’

			‘Hm. I think so, yes,’ Tryll mused.

			

			Elsie blanched. ‘So Elsewhere was trying to kill me?’

			Tryll looked scandalised. ‘Heavens, no! Elsewhere would never put you in danger. It did its best to keep you away from the blast. I suspect it merely wanted you to witness it. You see, Elsewhere plays by its own rules. Sometimes it doesn’t take you where you want to be but to where it thinks you need to be.’

			‘Why would I need to be on that street?’

			‘It’s a message, I think. A reminder that the war is real. It’s not in your head. It’s out there and it’s coming. Something you really ought to start coming to terms with, my dear.’

			Elsie felt a sudden need to defend herself. ‘I know it’s real. It’s in all the papers.’

			‘Exactly. And so far, that’s all you’ve known about it. It’s just a story to you. Words on a page that people read aloud to each other because it sounds important. But it is important. It’s about real people fighting real people and real people are going to get hurt. Elsewhere and I want you to understand that. It may be the most important thing you ever do.’

			‘Why?’

			‘Well, I know I’ve said we can’t stop the war but maybe there are other things we can do. Little things,’ Tryll replied. ‘If the Gifted represent goodness, then that’s what we’ll do – spread a little more goodness into the world.’

			

			Elsie leaned forward expectantly. ‘How?’

			Tryll smiled. ‘However you like. Now, that’s enough questions for one day as I suspect you’ll get plenty more of them in the morning. Off to bed with you.’

			Elsie slid off the bed, disappointed but too tired to argue. ‘Goodnight, miss.’

			Tryll waved her out. ‘Goodnight, darling.’

			

			Chapter Two

			The Woman and 
the White Feather

			Tryll’s prediction was perfectly accurate.

			The next morning, Elsie’s parents were still dazed but wholly believed that they’d come to see Elsie at school and had lost their luggage on the way. At breakfast, they sat at her table and met her friends. Mr Clarke borrowed some of the school nurse’s equipment to give Elsie a check-up.

			Peering down her open mouth, he shook his head in disbelief. ‘I don’t see what all the fuss is about. You look perfectly healthy to me. If the symptoms were only mild, you should have gone to the school nurse. Was there really a need for us to have come all this way?’

			Elsie put on her best apologetic grimace. ‘I suppose not. I’m sorry for wasting your time.’

			

			His face softened as though regretting the bluntness of his words but before he could backtrack, he was distracted by his wife nudging his arm.

			‘Harry? Harry! Look at this,’ Mrs Clarke cried, thrusting a newspaper in front of him.

			He skimmed the headline. ‘A German air raid on London? You don’t think …?’

			‘The house? Surely not?’

			‘It says Stoke Newington.’

			‘To Shoreditch.’

			‘The clinic! Could it be …?’

			‘Go? Should we?’

			‘Must! Have to go. Work to do!’

			Mr Clarke stood so fast his knees banged the table, knocking over a pitcher of milk. Mrs Clarke extricated herself too.

			‘So sorry, Elsie,’ she said hurriedly. ‘We have to go. You understand, surely? Got to check on the house and your father’s clinic. But summer holidays start in a few weeks, so we’ll see you then.’ She planted a quick kiss on Elsie’s forehead then scurried off. ‘Bye, darling!’

			Elsie waved after them, then turned back to her table.

			Her parents weren’t the only ones panicking. Nervous chatter filled the hall as the papers were passed around the tables. Names floated about as those who came from London worried about the families they’d left behind. Elsie read the article for herself, which confirmed that the bombings had begun in Stoke Newington and drifted south to Shoreditch, where Mr Clarke’s general medical practice was situated. She’d been so worried about their home that she’d forgotten there was another place to save.

			The only two people not discussing the terrible news were the twins, who hadn’t shown up to breakfast at all. Elsie suspected they were hiding somewhere, hoping to avoid the glares and insults that would be thrown their way if they appeared. But it was their absence that worried her most, so she made a mental note to bring them some food before class started.

			Elsie sighed as shame crept up on her. She should have felt proud of her actions the night before, but she didn’t. She’d thought rescuing her parents from danger would be a good thing. After all, she couldn’t possibly have predicted where the bombs would fall. But wasn’t that the point? Anyone could have been in danger and instead, she’d saved the two people who mattered most to her. The rest were on their own.

			Yas’s words echoed in her head. You can’t save everyone. Tryll had said that too, in a way – that they couldn’t stop the war, even with their Gifts. But what was the point of having special powers if they couldn’t use them to keep everyone safe?

			Afraid as she was of the Zeppelins returning, she considered herself lucky that she’d be able to return home for the summer holidays. Especially when she thought of the children who, after the events of last night, might not have a home to go back to at all.
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			Two days before she was due to head home, Elsie received a letter from her parents.

			Hello sweetheart,

			It’s been a very busy few weeks. I don’t want you getting a shock when you get home, so I’ll explain everything here.

			The clinic’s in bad shape and it’ll be a few months before all the repairs are complete. So I had the idea of bringing the clinic to our house – a temporary shelter for victims of the bombings. Sounds frightening, I know, but I see this as a great opportunity to keep my medical practice running despite the setback. And help the community, of course.

			Your mother was beside herself at first, but she came around. I think she’s just scandalised at the thought of strangers coming in and messing up her perfectly clean house. But she knows, deep down, that it’s the right thing to do.

			So prepare for the house to be a little crowded when you return. But don’t worry, everyone’s been very respectful to one another, and there are even some children here your age, so think of it like having friends over for the holidays.

			That’s all for now. We’ll tell you more about it when you get home. See you soon, honey.

			Love, Dad

			An anxious pit opened in Elsie’s stomach at the thought of a stranger sleeping in her bed, but she didn’t mention this in her reply because she knew there were bigger issues in the world than wrinkled bedsheets.
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			Elsie’s house was not as she remembered it.

			A sign now sat atop their fence, which read: Clarke Medical Services and Shelter. Mrs Clarke kept a steady hand on her daughter’s shoulder as she walked her to the house.

			‘Fair warning, it’s a bit crowded inside, but you’ll get used to it,’ she murmured. Though, from the look on her face, it seemed she still wasn’t used to it either.

			On the outside pavement, a family of four were waiting to enter. Mrs Clarke gestured for them to come inside and they did so gratefully.

			Inside was different too. All the furniture in the sitting room had been pushed up against the walls. The sofas were occupied by sleeping guests, while the rest lay on the floor, covered by as many spare blankets as Mrs Clarke could find in the closets. The rest, Elsie was told, had been donated by the neighbours.

			The kitchen and dining room had become Mr Clarke’s new examination room. He took patients in, one at a time, to give them his full attention. They would lie on the dining table, a pillow under their head, whilst he examined their wounds. The kitchen was where he kept his equipment – everything from his practice that had survived the blasts and anything else he’d been able to purchase as backup. Mrs Clarke’s perfectly organised cupboards were now home to bandages, syringes and medicines of all kinds. In between all this, they had stored as much food as they could hold, for now they had a lot more mouths to feed.

			Tryll’s warning came back to Elsie – the war is real – and it was only now that the truth finally sunk in. Fear gripped her heart and she wanted nothing more than to run to her room and hide, but she stayed calm, letting her mother walk her up the stairs.

			

			Mrs Clarke opened the door and Elsie was relieved to see that her bedroom was the same as always. ‘We made sure not to touch anything,’ Mrs Clarke reassured her.

			Elsie knew it was selfish, but this made her feel much better. All her books, stories and games were exactly where she’d left them. She thanked her mother and began to unpack.
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			Elsie remained in her room until dinner, when hunger drove her downstairs to the kitchen, following the smell of soup and vegetables cooking. Inside, ten women stood in a row, like a production line: from peeling to chopping, to stirring, to pouring, to handing out full bowls amongst the starving crowd. It looked like madness, but with Mrs Clarke in charge, everything ran smoothly, everyone moved with efficiency, like gears in a machine, not stopping until every last stomach in that house had been fed.

			Elsie waited her turn and when she finally received her portion of soup and bread, she made to head back upstairs, but then she spotted some children in the sitting room, all huddled together on the sofa, watching her with envious eyes. Shame burned through her, forcing her feet to turn around and enter the sitting room instead.

			It was so crowded, barely room to breathe, but she found a spare spot on the floor in the corner and took it. Her heart was hammering – too many new people here; she wasn’t good with new people – as she ate her soup and listened to the many voices in the room.

			Some were telling stories about surviving the bombings, about their life before the disaster, or about a distant memory. Others were expressing their concerns about the war, about the aftermath of it all and where they would go after this.

			Then there was the girl.

			She was younger than Elsie and sat by the hearth, staring into the flames as though mesmerised. Her soft voice was hard to hear over the chatter.

			‘They were summoned from the hillside,
they were called in from the glen,
and the country found them ready
at the stirring call for men.

			Let no tears add to their hardship
as the soldiers pass along,
and although your heart is breaking
make it sing this cheery song.’

			Her volume hadn’t changed and yet, all the other voices ceased until hers was all that remained. As others recognised the words, they joined in. Within seconds, the whole room was alive with music.

			

			‘Keep the home fires burning
while your hearts are yearning.
Though your lads are far away,
they dream of home.

			There’s a silver lining,
through the dark cloud shining.
Turn the dark cloud inside out
till the boys come home.’

			Their song echoed through the house, possibly the whole street, maybe even all of London. It filled Elsie’s heart, making it swell, until it felt like it was sobbing because she’d hidden in her room for the past few hours instead of being down here with the rest of them.

			She understood now. The war was out there but the people were in here. The people were real too, just as real as the war, if not more.

			They were the only thing that really mattered.

			[image: ]

			Once word spread of the success of Clarke’s private shelter, new patients crowded the street outside, begging for help, no longer just bomb survivors, but the sick and frail too. They came, not because they had nowhere else to go, but because they’d heard such good things and they needed someone they could trust. Mr Clarke made it clear that the house was at full capacity but still, people kept coming and he couldn’t bring himself to turn even a single person away.

			With space becoming scarce, Elsie finally opened her bedroom up to guests, but Mrs Clarke allowed only children to sleep in there. Elsie’s bed quickly became prime real estate, with four of them sleeping side by side and two others at the foot of the bed, with the rest on the floor.

			Elsie barely slept anymore, balancing on the edge of the bed. It was impossible to drift off with the room so full of noise: snores, the grinding of teeth, the sounds of night terrors. Yet she endured, silently and patiently, because she knew there was no point complaining. These children needed shelter, at least until their houses were rebuilt. This change wouldn’t last forever. She’d have her room back to herself soon enough.

			But that night, she couldn’t take it. She’d been kicked one too many times, was pushed out of bed and nearly landed on the boy below but managed to catch herself with her hand in the empty space beside him. She carefully placed her feet in the gaps between the sleeping children and tiptoed to the door. Her time at school had given her a lot of practice at sneaking out of her room.

			In the hall, Elsie crept down the darkened staircase, unsure where she was headed, only that she wanted to talk to somebody, mostly her parents. She heard noises from the dining room, low voices talking and she guessed that they were both still awake. She was about to go inside – even though her father had asked her to stay out of that room – when she heard a knock at the front door.

			Elsie raced back up the staircase, hiding near the top. The knocking continued, fast and insistent, until her father burst out of the dining room and into the hall, heading for the front door.

			‘Quiet, please! You’ll wake the whole house,’ he hissed as he opened it.

			On the doorstep stood two women of similar age and looks – sisters, Elsie guessed. One carried an infant girl in her arms, whose face was pale, almost grey, and who was coughing so hard, Elsie thought she might cough up a lung by accident.

			Mr Clarke saw the girl and stepped out of the doorway. ‘Bring her in.’ He led them into the dining room, leaving its door open.

			Elsie shuffled down the staircase, still hiding behind the banisters, until she had a good view of the dining table where they lay the child down. She was still coughing. She never stopped, not even for a minute.

			Elsie rarely watched her father work – he never let her – but now, she sat in the shadows, observing his every move. First, they tried steam. Mrs Clarke boiled some water over the fireplace, then Mr Clarke held the hot pot under the child’s nose, encouraging her to breathe in the steam, to open her airways. When it didn’t work, they tried moving her little body into different positions, in case something was pressing down on her chest, causing a blockage.

			When still her coughing continued, he opened a window, letting the cold air in. They held the child’s head outside it, testing the effects of the cold air on her lungs instead, to little improvement. The child must have been scared, which only made her breathing worse. Her mother spent every minute shushing and cradling her until she calmed.

			And all the while, the mother’s sister sat in a chair in the corner and didn’t move a muscle, her dark clothes blending into the shadows. She didn’t touch the child, or go for more water, or be of any help at all. She was completely silent, her glaring eyes following Mr Clarke’s every move. Her features were cold, her jaw was set, and her pupils blazed in the lamplight.

			Finally, Mr Clarke produced a bottle of medicine from the cabinet: a syrup that induced vomiting. He’d used it with Elsie once after a bout of food poisoning to help get the worst of it out of her system. The girl’s mother supported the child in sitting up and they tilted her head back as they spooned some of the syrup into her mouth.

			It didn’t work right away. It was perhaps another hour of shifting between steam remedies and the window and more syrup before finally it kicked in. The child coughed harder than ever and for a moment, Elsie thought she was done for. But then Mr Clarke brought over a bucket and the child retched into it, expelling all the phlegm that had built up in her system. Once the last of it was out, the girl’s cough became lighter and less frequent.

			Her mother sighed with relief and exhaustion. She cradled her daughter to her chest and said to Mr Clarke, ‘Thank you so much. I was so worried! She’s my only child, so I’ve had little experience with these things.’

			Mr Clarke nodded, looking tired. ‘It’s alright. Here, take this.’ He handed her the medicine bottle. ‘I’ve got plenty more. If the coughing fits come back, give her a little of the syrup until it starts to take effect. Just don’t overdo it.’

			The mother pocketed the bottle gratefully, then passed over a sum of money as payment. ‘Thank you, again, really.’

			As it was now very late, the women took their leave. The mother carried her daughter to the dining room door then turned back to her sister. ‘Josephine? Are you coming?’

			The aunt, Josephine, finally stood from her chair, but she didn’t make for the door.

			She approached Mr Clarke, opening the clasp of her handbag, and from inside, she produced a single white feather. She held it up to him as though daring him to take it from her.

			Mr Clarke froze. His eyes fixed on the feather, narrowing until his thick eyebrows met in the middle. His moustache wrinkled.

			Elsie had seen that look before – it was the one he got right before he exploded. He’d once used it when Elsie had accidentally knocked over the vase that had been a wedding present and broke it. And again, with a boy in a shop, who’d mixed up their order and handed them a golden bangle instead of the gorgeous ruby necklace Mr Clarke had picked out for his wife’s birthday. Those moments were etched in Elsie’s mind as the most terrifying she’d ever seen her father. But this was different.

			This was so much worse.

			‘Get out,’ he murmured, so quiet Elsie barely heard it. The words rumbled like thunder, followed by a crack of lightning. ‘Get out! Out of my house. Now!’

			Josephine did not flinch. Instead, she stuck her nose in the air and dropped the feather, letting it float to the ground where it landed by Mr Clarke’s shoes, drawing a line between them. Then she turned and walked away, following her sister out the front door, who hissed at her in disapproval.

			All was quiet in the house before more words came from the dining room. Elsie shuffled a step lower to listen.

			‘Wretched witch,’ her father mumbled as he paced back and forth, crushing the feather under his foot. ‘Didn’t even lift a finger to help that child, yet I’m the coward?’

			‘Just ignore her, darling,’ Mrs Clarke said as she tidied up.

			‘How can I ignore it? I will not be shamed for this! I am protecting my country in a way I believe in. I will not be judged for it!’

			His frustrated footsteps were heavy on the wooden floor. Mrs Clarke sighed, setting down the towels she’d folded and took his hands in hers.

			‘We are not judging you,’ she reassured him. ‘I certainly don’t, and Elsie doesn’t, and neither do any of your patients. We are all grateful and I am so proud of you. Don’t let a silly little feather take away all that worth.’

			Mr Clarke’s fury eased a little. He kissed his wife’s hand. Then his shoulders sagged with exhaustion.

			‘You’re tired,’ she said. ‘Let’s go to bed.’

			He shook his head. ‘You go. I need a moment.’

			Mrs Clarke relented and left the dining room alone. Elsie scrambled back up the staircase and hid in the hallway as her mother came upstairs and went into the master bedroom. Once her door was closed, Elsie headed back downstairs.

			As she pushed the dining room door further open, she found her father sitting on a chair by the window, staring at the crumpled feather he’d retrieved from the floor. He rotated it in one hand, while the other held up his chin. He looked up as Elsie approached.

			

			‘You should be in bed,’ he said. She ignored the implied command and pulled over a chair for herself, sitting down beside him.

			‘What does it mean?’ she asked.

			The moment she’d seen the feather, she was reminded of the first class she’d attended at the academy and the words Thomas Ainsley had said about her father. Is your father out fighting or is he one of those ‘white feather’ cowards? At the time, Elsie hadn’t understood what he’d meant, but she’d registered the word ‘coward’ and taken offence anyway. Now, she realised there was more to it. The feather meant something, she just didn’t know what.

			Mr Clarke sighed, a deep, guttural exhalation as though trying to expel the weight from his shoulders out of his mouth.

			‘It’s a message,’ he replied. ‘One that has become quite popular of late. It’s a symbol of cowardice. Women all over the country are using these feathers to shame men like me who aren’t out fighting, who have stayed behind to live our ordinary lives.’ He scoffed. ‘As if anyone’s lives are ordinary now.’

			Elsie remembered the young man she’d met at the train station last Christmas, with the broken arm and leg, a hollow look in his eyes. The thought of her father looking like that made her feel sick.

			‘But doesn’t she realise how dangerous war is? You could die,’ she argued.

			

			Her father’s moustache twitched in amusement. ‘I’m sure she knows that.’

			Elsie was stunned. ‘Does she want you to die?’

			‘She wants me to die for my country. There’s a difference.’

			‘But you’d have to kill people,’ Elsie murmured, almost afraid to speak such a truth aloud. ‘Is that what she wants?’

			‘She wants the war to end as much as the rest of us and if killing the enemy is what it takes, then so be it.’

			Elsie glanced back at the dining room and the kitchen, noting the scattered equipment, the empty medicine bottles, the bloodied bandages, the fluid stains on the kitchen’s tiled floor. In mere weeks, this house had become a battlefield of its own, only these patients were fighting to live, not to die. And her father was fighting to save them.

			‘I think what you do is better,’ she said, looking back at him. ‘You heal people. You help them live. We need that now, more than ever. Can’t she see that?’

			Her father’s eyes glinted with approval. He wasn’t usually one for giving praise, so Elsie had learned to pick up on the little signs. ‘Perhaps not,’ he replied. ‘But she’s not the only one.’

			In the silence that followed, Elsie leant against him, wrapping her arms around him, resting her head on his shoulder. ‘I don’t want you to leave us,’ she whispered, and her voice broke halfway through. ‘I don’t want you to die. I don’t want you to kill people, even if they are German.’

			In a rare moment of vulnerability, her father wrapped one arm around her and kissed her on the head. ‘Me neither.’

			He turned back to the window, opened it up and let the cold air rush inside again. He held up the feather, the barbs waving in the wind.

			Then he let go, and the two of them watched as the feather floated away on the nightly breeze, like a snowflake in winter, before disappearing out of sight.

			

			Chapter Three

			The Arrival of Strangers

			Passing under the iron gates bearing the words Miss Coleridge’s Academy for Gifted Youths sent a tingle through Elsie’s bones, and she could barely stay in her seat. It made her laugh to remember the dread that had filled her last year at the thought of being left at a school in the middle of nowhere. Now, she couldn’t wait to be back.

			Though the holidays had only been two months, she felt like she’d been away from school for a whole year. Her twelfth birthday had come and gone, and she missed her friends dearly. She wondered what they’d been up to during their time at home and if they’d been practising their Gifts.

			Elsie hadn’t used hers once over the summer, not even to visit Jack. She was afraid that Elsewhere was mad at her after the stunt she’d pulled the night of the bombings. She had a feeling she wasn’t wanted back there for a while, and perhaps it was for the best. Not visiting Elsewhere meant spending more time in the real world, and from what Tryll had said, that was exactly what Elsewhere wanted from her.

			She caught sight of the school up ahead and smiled. It had changed over the summer, like a caterpillar that had emerged from its cocoon. Tiles were no longer missing from the roof, and cracked ones had been replaced. The ivy had been cut back, keeping just enough to be decorative. The window shutters were clean; even the bricks looked a brighter colour. For a moment, Elsie thought she was back in Elsewhere at Clementine’s school, and she knew exactly who was responsible.

			The car stopped at the end of the gravel drive. Elsie thanked the driver and climbed out, dragging her heavy luggage along with her. Other cars were already parked along the driveway, and more were pulling up behind. As Elsie headed for the steps to the school’s front doors, her eyes scanned the crowd for familiar faces before settling on a purple figure in the open doorway.

			‘Tryll!’

			Elsie hurried over, her luggage weighing her down, and she was panting by the time she reached her favourite teacher.

			Tryll smiled warmly at her. Elsie resisted the urge to hug her, knowing it wouldn’t be right for a staff member to embrace her student in front of everyone. Instead, Tryll shook Elsie’s hand with all the vigour of an exploding fizzy drink.

			‘Lovely to see you again, darling,’ she said. ‘Excited for the new year?’

			‘Absolutely. As long as it’s not as hectic as last year,’ Elsie replied.

			Tryll gave her a knowing look. ‘Yes, well, I don’t think you’ll have to worry about that. There should be no more staffing changes for a while now. Not unless I have anything to say about it.’

			Elsie gasped. ‘Does that mean … are you the official headmistress now? For real?’

			Tryll nodded. ‘The school board approved me not long after the holidays began. Said that parents were hearing good things from their children, so I must have done something right. In the meantime, I’ve been fixing up the school, making it new again – or as close to new as I can manage. I think you’ll like what I’ve done with the place. But more importantly, there are some people inside who are very eager to see you, so I suggest you get going.’

			With a wink, she pushed Elsie in the direction of the foyer.

			The school’s interior had indeed received a makeover. The peeling red wallpaper had been replaced with fresh, cream paint that brightened up the hallways. The once-grimy windows were now spotless and open, carrying the sweet scent of autumn air inside. Even the portraits of old students had been replaced with works of art – depictions of open savannahs, dense forests, green grasslands and blue seas. Each one bore a resemblance to another – the bright colours, the brushstroke technique – and Elsie guessed they’d all been made by the same artist.

			‘Elsie!’ a voice called from above. She spun around, searching for the source, before spotting her friends at the top of the staircase.

			Yasmin was the first to break free, bounding down the stairs. Elsie dropped her suitcase in the middle of the foyer and ran to her, meeting her friend at the bottom of the stairs where they collided, arms wrapping around necks and turning in circles with glee.

			‘Yas! I missed you so much! I have loads to tell you.’

			‘Me too!’

			‘Which one? That you missed me or that you have loads to tell me?’

			‘Both!’

			‘Don’t forget about us,’ someone interrupted.

			They pulled back and Elsie watched as the others descended the stairs. Her jaw dropped.

			They all looked different, almost grown-up. Not at all like the small eleven-year-olds that Elsie remembered.

			Both Jonas and Nicholas were taller now, their hair longer. Jonas’s was parted to the side like a proper gentleman, while Nicholas’s was curlier and floppier than ever. Aria’s black hair was braided and wrapped around her head like a halo, elegant and ladylike. Maisie had lost her pigtails, instead wearing her curly blonde hair over one shoulder, secured by a pink flower clip.

			And the twins … Klaus looked stronger, more muscular and handsome, while his sister had given up on her youthful plaits and instead wore her silver hair down.

			Even Yas looked a little taller than Elsie remembered, but Elsie was glad to see that she had kept her long braid, the same style as Elsie’s.

			Lili stepped forward then and it was her appearance that shocked Elsie the most. She had definitely grown and was now about the same height as Elsie. She too had abandoned her girlish pigtails, and her short bob hung by her shoulders, the ends curling in towards her chin. Her old glasses, which had been far too big for her face, had been replaced with a new, smaller pair.

			And her arms! Even through her uniform, Elsie could see that Lili had gained some muscle in her time away. It wasn’t enough, it seemed, to only be strong with her Gift of super strength. Lili intended to prove it now. She came forward and hugged Elsie, lifting her feet off the floor and nearly crushing her ribcage.

			‘Oof! Lili, can’t breathe,’ Elsie gasped.

			‘Oh, sorry.’ Lili set her down then punched her shoulder playfully, nearly knocking Elsie off her feet again. ‘It’s good to have you back.’

			

			Elsie rubbed her throbbing shoulder. ‘It’s good to be back. Let me just get my things.’ She went and retrieved her luggage but struggled to carry it to the staircase.

			‘Here, I’ll take it,’ Lili offered. She took the suitcase by its handle and slung it over her shoulder as though it weighed nothing at all. She winked at Elsie before heading up the stairs to the girls’ dormitories.

			Elsie stifled a laugh. ‘Show-off,’ she joked, and everyone grinned. A round of hugs followed, one for each of them, until she reached Nicholas. She made to hug him too, but something stopped her.

			He appeared to have done the same, reaching his arms out, his hands bumping against hers until it was awkward. She laughed and thought to try again, but the moment was over now, and the awkwardness lingered. Instead, Nicholas held his hand out and they shook. A blush crept into Elsie’s cheeks.

			‘It’s good to see you again, Elsie,’ he said. ‘You look nice, by the way.’

			The compliment surprised Elsie – she looked the same as always – but before she could reply, she was distracted by the sound of someone clearing their throat. She turned to look.

			At the top of the staircase, another boy was waiting for her, one she hadn’t even recognised until now.

			Jack stood with his hands in his pockets, watching her with those springtime eyes. He was so tall now and a little broader too. He wore a new uniform, the same as the other boys: ironed pants, blazer and tie. No more holes, no more frayed edges. Even his shoes were new with proper laces. The only part of his old look that remained was the cap on his head, the one that squished his ginger hair down and caused it to splay out in all directions.

			He grinned at her – the same toothy grin as always – and said, ‘Miss me?’

			Elsie squealed and hurried up the steps to meet him. This time the hug wasn’t awkward at all. She almost fell into it, squeezing him tight around the middle while he did the same. Then she pulled back, asking the first question that came to her head. ‘Are you a proper student now? Are you going to be in our classes?’

			‘Yep,’ he replied. ‘Enrolled and everything.’

			Elsie beamed at him with pride.

			She was sure that everyone had stories to tell about their holidays, and they might have spent all day catching up, but the arrival of strangers was enough to sway their attention.

			It began when a gaggle of redheads walked through the front doors. In came Valerie, one of Elsie’s dormmates, whose long red hair was curled into ringlets and who walked with a posture so poised and elegant that it caused others to stare.

			Behind her were the twins, Daphne and Edith. Elsie hadn’t spent much time around them, so she still had trouble telling them apart. The only thing that distinguished them was their clothing. Edith was wrapped up in a thick winter coat, holding it tight to her chest as she shivered, while Daphne wore a simple dress with the sleeves rolled back.

			She fanned herself with her hand as she sweated profusely. ‘Is it just me or is it really hot in here?’

			‘It’s just you, Daphne. It’s always just you,’ Edith replied, rolling her eyes.

			Then came another redhead, one Elsie hadn’t seen before.

			She strode into the foyer with all the grace of a newborn giraffe. She was a tall girl, with lanky legs that stumbled about, yet she never fell over. She always caught herself at the last second and kept walking as though it was all part of the plan. She had a sharp nose and big eyes that widened even further as she took in her surroundings.

			She carried a luggage bag in each hand, which she dropped onto the floor. Then she said, in a voice that carried throughout the main hall, ‘It’s a lot nicer looking than you all described.’

			‘It’s had some work done, that’s all,’ Valerie replied. ‘It wasn’t like this last semester.’

			‘It’s like a mansion,’ her sister continued. ‘Do you think anyone important’s ever been here? Like lords and ladies? Or kings and queens? Do you think they held balls in this room?’ The girl hopped over to Daphne and dropped into a low curtsey. ‘Monsieur,’ she said in a sweet, girlish voice and took Daphne’s hand.

			Daphne giggled and bowed back. ‘Mademoiselle.’

			Her sister then twirled her way over to Edith and bowed to her. ‘Care to dance, m’lady?’ she asked in a voice so deep and masculine that for a second, it sounded like somebody else had spoken.

			Edith laughed, taking her sister’s hand, and the two girls began an amateur waltz around the foyer, while others watched on with amusement.

			Valerie’s face turned as red as her hair. ‘Aggie, stop it! People are looking.’

			As Elsie watched from the staircase, the name clicked in her mind. So this is Agatha. Valerie had mentioned her older sister last year, how Agatha hadn’t been smart enough to receive an invitation to the school. The fact that she was here now meant something had changed, and Elsie had a feeling it was all Tryll’s doing.

			Agatha let go of Edith and spun her way over to Valerie, taking her hands and attempting to dance with her too. ‘But demoiselle, you look ravishing this evening!’ she said in an entirely different masculine voice.

			Valerie pulled away, looking scandalised. ‘Stop it! It’s not funny.’

			‘Oh, come on! You used to love my voices.’

			‘Only when I was little, but now it’s just silly. And you promised not to do it out of the house.’

			

			Agatha rolled her eyes, letting out a loud, most unladylike snort, and returned to her luggage.

			As she did, a new boy walked past her. He looked twelve years old, only a second-year, with dark skin and a shaved head. He walked alone, carrying his own suitcase. It seemed no one had come to drop him off at school. His wary eyes darted around, taking everything in, including the direction the other boys his age were walking in and he followed them up the stairs to the boys’ dormitories.

			Nobody but Elsie seemed to have noticed him. They were all too busy watching the entrance where another girl had just arrived, walking side by side with the new head girl, followed by her parents. She looked sixteen, like Agatha, and had fluffy, golden-brown hair that fell to her shoulders in a wave. She had lovely blue eyes, and her smile seemed to warm up the room. Except it wasn’t her smile turning heads but rather what was coming out of her mouth.

			‘We only just moved to England a few weeks ago, you see,’ the girl said in a strong American accent. ‘But apart from the weather, everything’s been lovely. The people are so nice, the buildings are so interesting and oh, I love your accents! They’re so … exotic.’

			The head girl laughed. ‘Thank you. Yours is nice too. I’ve never spoken to an American before.’

			‘Well, get used to it, because I talk a lot,’ the American girl joked, and the head girl giggled again, along with a few others nearby.

			‘Greta,’ said the girl’s father from behind and she turned around. Her parents said goodbye, handing her luggage over, giving her hugs and kisses. ‘We’ll see you at Christmas, honey.’

			‘See you!’ Greta called back as her parents left. As soon as the adults were gone, some girls hurried over to greet Greta personally.

			‘Are you really from America?’

			‘What’s it like?’

			‘What are the boys like?’

			Greta looked pleased to have so many new friends so quickly and together they headed for the staircase, the girls hanging on Greta’s every word.

			Whilst all eyes were on Greta, no one but Elsie seemed to notice as another stranger slipped inside and yet, from the way he clung to the edges of the room, searching for shadows to hide in, it seemed that he preferred it that way. He looked sixteen too, with pale skin and long black hair that hung over his eyes, hiding his …

			His face.

			It was like nothing Elsie had ever seen. His right side appeared normal, but his left … it was like his skin was made of wax that had started to melt. His face drooped, all wrinkled and scarred, as though he’d suffered bad burns once and never truly recovered. No wonder he kept to the shadows, slinking away into the darkest corners where no one would see him. Elsie held back a shiver.

			More students entered – first-years, who stumbled in, all wide-eyed and afraid. Elsie still remembered what that felt like. Then in came a new second-year, whose confident swagger stood out amongst the timidness surrounding her. She had brown skin and frizzy brown hair that stuck out in all directions. Instead of the usual luggage, she carried everything in a backpack as though she’d come fully prepared with only the bare essentials for school.

			Most importantly, she didn’t look afraid. Not even here, at a new school where no one knew her name. She looked ready for anything as she followed others towards the staircase in search of her dormitory.

			Just when Elsie thought there couldn’t be any more surprises, through the big double doors, she saw another car pull up on the gravel drive. It was a deep blue Rolls-Royce, with the hood pulled up to hide the passengers inside. The driver stopped the car, then hopped out and opened the passenger door.

			Out stepped the most fabulous woman Elsie had ever seen. She had thick, curly, auburn hair that ballooned around her head like a fluffy cloud. She wore heavy makeup that accentuated her eyes, her lips like a bloodstain on her porcelain face. She wore an elegant scarlet gown, far too luxurious for everyday wear, long black gloves and a red feather boa draped around her shoulders.

			The foyer fell silent as everyone stared out the doors at the stunning woman. She looked like a celebrity, like one of those women on the cover of those magazines that Elsie always ignored at the markets. Perhaps she was an opera singer, an actress or a model.

			Her suspicions were confirmed when a girl below the staircase whispered loudly, ‘Oh my! That’s Dorothy Foster. I saw her at the St James theatre two years ago. She played Gwendolen in The Importance of Being Earnest and she was brilliant!’ Whispers broke out across the foyer as the students looked starstruck.

			It was only when a child stepped out of the car that Elsie finally took her eyes off Dorothy. The child was not quite as fabulous as the mother – short and petite, with strawberry blonde hair and freckles across a round face.

			Elsie leaned over the banister for a closer look. She was pretty sure the child was a girl. She had such a sweet face and a small nose, but her hair was short and messy – a bit like Jack’s – and she wore the strangest ensemble Elsie had ever seen: a deep blue tunic with puffed sleeves worn over black trousers and paired with heeled ankle boots. It certainly wasn’t ‘proper’ dress, but there was something almost … modern about it, as though this child was far ahead of the rest of them in terms of fashion choices. After another second of contemplation, Elsie decided she liked it.

			Tryll left her spot by the door and descended the steps to greet them. No one, except perhaps Aria, heard the words exchanged between them, but they watched as Tryll shook Ms Foster’s hand and the child’s as well. Then, after a moment of conversation, she gave them some room to make their goodbyes. Ms Foster withdrew the feather boa from around her neck and placed it around her daughter’s instead, wrapping it around until it was difficult to see her face. Then she kissed her on the forehead and whispered something before getting back in the car and driving off.

			As Tryll led the new student into the school, everyone looked away. The child kept her head down and Tryll ignored the lot of them as they headed up the stairs and out of sight.

			‘Looks like the school’s going to be quite crowded this year,’ Yasmin commented as the group finally pulled away from the banister.

			‘Yeah, there’s way more students than last year,’ Jonas added. ‘Not sure why.’

			‘It’s because Tryll’s changed the entry requirements,’ Aria replied. ‘You don’t have to be the best of the best anymore. You just have to be willing to learn.’

			‘Did she tell you that?’ Elsie asked.

			Aria shook her head. ‘No, she told that lady, just before, who was thanking her for letting Jaime into the school.’

			Jaime. The name reverberated inside Elsie’s skull as she tried to remember where she’d heard it before. Jaime Foster … Jaime Foster! It was one of the names from Tryll’s list of Gifted students, one who should have been at the school last year but hadn’t made it in due to the extreme entry requirements.

			She finally found her, Elsie marvelled, wondering if the other new names on that list were here today too.

			[image: ]

			Back in her old dorm, Elsie was greeted by the familiar sight of the bay window and its view of the lake, as well as the unfamiliar sight of Valerie sitting on her bed, clutching her family photo and sobbing loudly.

			‘Valerie? What’s wrong?’ Elsie asked.

			Valerie jumped. ‘Don’t you know it’s rude to sneak up on people?’ She sniffed, wiping her cheeks.

			‘I wasn’t, I just came to put my things away,’ Elsie replied, turning to her bed where her luggage bag had been left by Lili.

			Valerie looked back at the photo, the one of her sisters in front of their house. She was quiet for a while, until finally, she burst out, ‘Alright, I’ll tell you! It’s about Millie.’

			Elsie stopped what she was doing and glanced over. ‘What about her?’

			‘She’s disappeared, that’s what!’ Valerie answered. ‘She never even warned us. Just left a note saying she had “an important job to do”, whatever that means. Load of nonsense, if you ask me. Mum and Dad think she’s eloped – run off with that no-good Ainsley boy. He doesn’t even have a job. How’s he going to support her?

			‘Mum and Dad had such high hopes for Millie. We all did. Or, at least, I thought we all did. But the twins don’t seem anywhere near as upset. It’s like they know something I don’t, like where she is or what she’s doing. But why won’t they tell me? Millie’s my big sister too! I deserve to know. It isn’t fair!’ She collapsed into sobs again.

			‘Maybe they believe her note,’ Yas said as she sat beside Valerie. ‘Maybe Millie really is doing something important.’

			‘Like what?’

			But Yas could only shrug. Elsie knew that Millicent was Gifted too, an expert linguist – not that Valerie knew anything about it – but she couldn’t think of anything related to Gifts and Elsewhere that could be so important it would require Millicent to abandon her family like this.

			‘I’m sure she’ll return,’ Elsie said. ‘Once she’s finished whatever it is she’s doing, she’ll come back home.’

			Valerie rolled her eyes and sniffed again. ‘Sure.’

			Nothing the two girls said could sway Valerie, so once Elsie had changed into her uniform, they left her to her despair. But Elsie was disturbed.

			Where was Millicent? And what on earth was she up to?

			

			Chapter Four

			The Start of Something New

			Dinner was more crowded than usual. More chairs had been added to the four long tables until the students were packed in like sardines. Elsie sat amongst her friends at the first- and second-years table and told them about her holiday. The group listened intently till the very end.

			‘Wow,’ Yas breathed as the soup on her tilted spoon spilt back into the bowl. ‘And I thought my holiday was exciting.’

			‘What was yours like?’

			Before their discovery of Elsewhere and Gifts, Yasmin’s life at home had been rather lonely. The middle child of seven, she was easily overlooked and forgotten, which had resulted in her Gift of altering people’s memories. She’d been so nervous about going back home for the summer holidays, afraid that her parents had forgotten her completely. Elsie had given her a solution, however, and she was eager to hear if it had worked.

			Yas leaned in closer, lowering her voice. ‘Well, when I first got home, things were pretty bad. They’d all forgotten about me, just like I’d feared. One of the twins had even taken my bed! But I did what you said, Elsie – I put the memories back in. I told them as much as I could remember and I told them all about what had happened at school. It fixed everything. They remember me now! They even pay attention to me. For the first time in ages, we felt like one big family again. It was wonderful.’

			Elsie grinned, overjoyed for her friend. Then she saw the looks on the twins’ faces, anxiety and hope all rolled into one. She still remembered with dread what she’d seen inside Klara’s mind, an awful memory of an awful father who blamed the twins for their mother’s death. ‘What is it? What happened?’ she asked them.

			They exchanged a look, then Klara spoke. ‘Well, at first, it was like nothing had changed. I was back to doing chores again, and Klaus and I weren’t allowed to spend any time together. But when Father left for work, Klaus helped me with my chores and we got everything done. I thought Father would be pleased, but it only made him worse. He gave me even more to do like he was testing me or something. In the end, I couldn’t keep up and was punished badly.
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