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Historical note




Prologue 


1761 


At 3.01 a.m., on the sixth day of June, 1761, Nancy Lockaby watched the night sky buckle and the stars above her head slowly start to wheel. As she watched through her telescope, her breath stopped. The stars were dancing. It was happening, just as predicted. Oh, please, let them continue, she thought, transfixed. Against the lens, her eye narrowed. 


As her vision swam with reflections of those tiny white lights, her mind raced. This is what she had waited for, had longed all this time to see. Yet those long hours, years of observation, measurements and calculation had ill-prepared her for this magnificent sight.


Head tilted firmly over the telescope, her left hand scribbled notes. Tonight, her habitually neat script was more of a scrawl, but surely in the circumstances, that was forgivable. At least now the figures were committed to paper. The information she had so needed, now entrusted to pen and ink. She pushed back her bright-red curls, and continued to peer through the instrument, the fingers of her right hand on the brass focus dial. 


Behind her, even at this dark hour, London glowed. Yet up here, on top of the Greenwich Observatory, a whisper of a breeze leavened the night’s sticky heat. This was the spot she loved most in the world. At thirteen, she’d been thrilled to discover the red-bricked building’s balustraded roof and, ten years later, still felt a tingle of excitement every time she climbed the stone steps that led to this secret place above the city. 


Tonight, the studies and libraries beneath her feet were alive with bluster and busy preparation for the evening’s other, long-predicted important astronomical event. But here on the roof, in the still, silent night, she felt as if she were among the dancing stars. 


The points of light were moving a little faster now. They seemed to disappear into the breach in the firmament, only to bob back again, balancing on the edge of the vortex, as if that part of the sky was twisting round on itself. 


‘As if it were truly a Fold,’ she murmured. A Fold. The words seemed to hang, silvering in the air. She had read them countless times, written in her mother’s butterfly script, dotted across the pages of the notebook tucked away safely in the bag at her feet. A notebook bound in buttery emerald leather, outlining mama’s observations, thoughts, calculations and predictions, its delicate, flowing lettering left with gaps ready to be filled on the night of the transit of Venus. Tonight. 


Eye still fixed to the telescope, Nancy’s fingers fumbled across the trestle table next to her, alighting on her sextant. Her hands trembled as she prised it open, glints of moonlight highlighting the words etched in flowing letters on its delicate gold curves: To my dearest daughter, Keep your eyes heaven-bound. Swiftly, she moved her eye from the larger telescope to this smaller instrument mounted on a filigree frame, then expertly adjusted its small mirror, sliding the arm that pivoted from its spindle. She reached for her pen, already dipped in ink and wrote a series of numbers and letters. 


Coordinates safely scribbled down, she allowed herself to let out the breath she’d been holding. She was giddy; the sight of this wrinkle in the sky was, in equal parts, glorious and petrifying, as if everything she had learned about the heavens had both been turned upside-down and confirmed. There was not a description of any astral phenomenon that came close to matching that which shimmered and flowed before her, so this must be the movement in the heavens forecast by her mother. 


The stars continued to whirl and spin. Faster, faster. There was something at the whorl’s centre, a brightness, peeping through what looked like a tear in the sky. She shook her head in bewilderment and adjusted the focus of the telescope, but no matter how hard she willed it to sharpen further, the view was as clear as it could ever get. 


 Without warning, the tear seemed to open, to part like a wound in the instant before blood starts to flow. Then lights, shining. Beams across the sky, almost solid in their brightness. Gold, yellow fingers spilling into the heavens. She tore her gaze from the telescope, her hand over her mouth. The beams were, remarkably, faintly visible to the naked eye. For a brief moment she considered running down to Dr Maskliss, sat below in the Octagon Room. 


However, something kept her from crying out. Out here, under the night sky, in the still, warm summer air, this crystalline moment was hers alone. Perfect. Spots of pink appeared on her pale cheeks, and again, she put her eye to the telescope. It was terrifyingly beautiful. She drank in the sight. 


Then a change. A faltering. She rubbed her eyes as the rays faded, and slowly the hole sealed itself shut. 


Even as her eyes searched more keenly, the spinning-top sky appeared to slow, its brightness fade. Her fingers gripped her telescope harder, willing the spectacle to continue, but the stars’ formerly wild gavotte was now almost imperceptible. She frowned as the sky gave one last shiver, before stopping dead, as if nothing out of the ordinary had occurred. The constellations were back in place, steady, unblinking. Sagittarius forever drawing back his bow, Taurus frozen mid-leap. Nancy waited, eye to the glass, not breathing, for another few minutes, but the Fold had gone. 


Hands trembling, she glanced at her watch, then laid down the sextant, wide eyes back on the heavens. Beneath her purple-and-yellow-bodiced dress, her heart pounded like a drum. She allowed herself to imagine for one brief moment a stack of papers, neatly bound. A treatise, her name printed – printed! – on the cover. A vision of her standing behind a lectern at the Royal Society, the crowd murmuring in anticipation at her debut talk about this incredible new phenomenon. At a mere twenty-three! A prodigy? Why thank you, sirs! Shaking herself sternly, she steadied her long-fingered hands before swiftly recording the time, date and position of the phenomenon. A glance at the stair that led down to the Octagon Room. She must tell Doctor Maskliss, although she suspected already his likely response. 




*


Another glance at her watch. The transit was almost upon them. Hurriedly, she packed up her things and made her way to the stair. An anticipatory shiver ran through her and she took a last glance at the sky above. 


It felt as if every stargazer across the globe had spent the last 45 years in preparation for the next few precious hours. Even as a small child, her parents had told her the story, until it became as familiar as a nursery rhyme: how, in 1716, Edmond Halley had suggested that man might use the planets as a gigantic calculation machine, and determine, once and for all, how far the Earth lay from the Sun.


Mama had been so excited. ‘Truly, Nancy, we are blessed. This is a golden time to be an astronomer – our time on Earth coinciding with two transits in quick succession. Two! Venus will travel in front of the Sun in 1761 and eight years after that, in 1769. And we shall see them both. Chart them together. It’s a queer pattern, Nancy, but scrutinise the mathematics and it makes perfect sense.’ How she missed her mother’s fervour. Tonight, the absence of her parents had been the cloud on the horizon. They had not witnessed even one of the transits.


It was cooler inside the building, and her face glowed damply in the light of her little lantern. She hurried her way down the flight of stairs and pushed open a heavy wooden door.


A hot, whisky-scented fug hit her. The room was loud with raised voices. Candles cast their orange glow, sending flickering shadows and silhouettes up the wood-panelled walls. She took in the familiar sight. The eight-sided room was easily as tall as four men, clad to half its height in light wood panels. Elaborate cornicing snaked in the gloom of the ceiling edges. Six of the room’s sides were windowed, the huge casements bare, designed that the occupants might look out unhindered into the heavens. Three grand clocks were set into the panelling on the wall behind her, and at the centre of the room sat the long telescope, over which three men in white wigs and brown frock coats fussed.


Dr Maskliss was sitting at a table, charts in front of him, talking earnestly to another man. He glanced at Nancy, and then looked back to his companion. Nancy put down her notes with a bang. ‘Dr Maskliss! My mother was right! I’ve seen it. I’ve seen the Fold!’ 


The grey-ringleted man creased his brow and held up his hands. ‘Miss Lockaby, please. What are you talking about? This is not the time.’ He turned to the man next to him, ‘Dr Ferguson, this is Benjamin and Elizabeth’s daughter, Nancy Lockaby. She is an… an enthusiastic scholar and one of our computers at the observatory.’


Nancy nodded briefly at the beetle-browed man sitting next to Maskliss, but could not hold back. ‘It was the most incredible sight! My mother’s theory was right after all. It happened. The sky, the stars, they were whirling, folding in on themselves, flowing in one area of the sky.’ She pulled the piece of paper from her pocket and smoothed it out on the table in front of him. ‘Here!’


The Doctor peered downwards at the scribbles on the creased paper in front of him, and shook his head, ‘Coordinates. To the north. High in the sky.’ He harumphed. ‘These are no more than numbers on a piece of paper, I’m afraid, Miss Lockaby. They tell us no more. This is not evidence.’ It was a fair observation. Coordinates alone, Nancy knew, proved very little without corroboration. 


‘It… it was unlike anything I’ve seen before. The stars themselves were moving…’ Nancy cursed her scattered mind. Ordinarily, her description would have been clear, her account precise. 


‘Moving?’ he repeated. 


Nancy took a deep breath. ‘I was ready, at the time my mother described – the start of the transit being visible from Earth. And she was correct. The sky, it started moving, like a whirlpool. As if it were liquid. This was unlike anything I’ve seen, unlike anyone has seen.’ She indicated the stern portraits of the previous Astronomers Royal – Flamsteed, Halley – that loomed watchfully above them. ‘I have documented the location precisely.’ She thumped the piece of paper. ‘Please. Take a look at my notes.’ 


 Maskliss eyed her slowly over his spectacles, then turned to Dr Ferguson with a wry expression. ‘Miss Lockaby has been a near-permanent fixture at the observatory since she was a child. The Astronomer Royal, Mr Bradley, has always maintained that she is blessed with extraordinary talent. Yet I–’ He looked rather coldly at the red-haired, damp-faced figure who pointedly remained standing in front of him. ‘I am sorry, Miss Lockaby. This— this Fold in the sky that you insist on searching for, it simply cannot exist. Could you perhaps have mistaken, say, the aurora, for something more?’ 


Here was the response she had expected. ‘No. As you know, I am perfectly familiar with the appearance of the northern lights. This was beyond, deep into the stars.’ 


A trace of contempt entered his stare. As was her habit, Nancy looked away from his gaze. ‘Your eyes then? Perhaps you are tired. I cannot believe you give your mother’s childhood theories the slightest credence. Surely you know that she was persuaded that this Fold was a goose chase. She gave it up! There was, as you must recognise, no evidence. And we are both fully aware that astronomy is all about finding evidence.’ 


Frustratingly, he was right. Nonetheless, Nancy bristled.


Maskliss turned back towards Dr Ferguson, his flow of speech unbroken. ‘There can be no time-wasting on such an important night. We will soon need to have our wits about us.’ He winked at his companion. 


Dr Ferguson turned to look evenly at Nancy, his head tilted to one side. ‘Perhaps we should hear the girl out. At least look at the evidence? Maskliss?’ 


His companion snorted. ‘You are getting soft, Ferguson! The transit is nearly upon us. The girl’s eyes have deceived her.’  


Much as she was tempted to grab Dr Maskliss and proclaim loudly that she knew what she had seen and it must be documented or the astronomical world would be the poorer for it, she resisted. After all, he was right: soon the sun would rise, the transit would be visible, and work must start. 


Dr Maskliss nudged Ferguson and muttered under his breath, ‘I’m yet to be convinced that women and telescopes are the most productive combination.’ The other man half-smiled politely. 


Nancy’s face began to set in fury, but she quickly composed herself. Past experience had taught her not to rise to her superior’s dismissive words, bait that tended to be thrown when there were other fellows to impress. The man often seemed to forget his title was ‘Assistant to the Astronomer Royal’, not ‘Astronomer Royal’. That title still officially belonged to her very dear Mr Bradley, or James, as she knew him. 


Maskliss rose and raised his voice. ‘Five minutes until sunrise! We must focus and prepare ourselves. All ready?’


Nancy bit her lip. The sun was about to rise, and the world of natural philosophy was taking a deep, anticipatory breath. She took out her pen and papers, sighed, then alongside every man in the room, she held her smoked glass to her eye and looked out of the tall windows. Edging its way over an orange horizon was a fiery glow. The transit was about to reveal itself to London. 




Chapter One 


Eight years later 


For the last few hours, Nancy had sat with her eyes half-closed and the carriage curtains drawn, too tired even to drink in the views of frozen waterfalls and mountains thick with snow. Opposite, Cora was asleep, a few loose strands of black hair peeking from beneath her white maid’s cap. More than a week spent sitting on horsehair seats and trying to sleep in unfamiliar coaching-house beds had left their bodies aching and optimism dented. More pressing than any physical discomfort, however, was the disquiet rising in Nancy’s stomach.


A shiver. Her breath snaked into the air. Outside, in the darkening afternoon, the thinnest sliver of new moon hung brightly in the sky. The appearance of this old friend gave her heart, and despite her misgivings, she smiled. Soon the stars would come out, thick in their thousands. They would be clearer here, away from the smoky skies of London. And perhaps her thoughts might have similar clarity, where she could no longer hear the muttered chorus of barbed comments. Her fingers drummed on the wooden sill. Yes, this was a place of discovery. 


The carriage hissed over the compacted snow. A sign, still visible in the dusk, told her Inverness lay only three miles away. They had made much better time than expected, and would arrive at their destination a full day ahead of schedule. She reached into her bag, pulled out a gold watch and flipped it open. Less than half an hour by her estimation. As she put the timepiece back, her fingers brushed against a crumpled letter, which she took out and smoothed open. The carriage light spilled in, allowing her to read, although she knew the words almost by heart. 


 Blackthistle, Inverness


Saturday, 11th February 1769


Miss Lockaby, 


I write to offer you the position of Astronomy Research Fellow, to assist in my studies at Blackthistle House, Inverness. Your diligent approach and depth of knowledge, evident in our communication thus far, is most impressive, and I am certain that your work and research at the Observatory will be useful and illuminating for us both. As outlined in my previous letters, I feel there is a degree of overlap between literature and science. Indeed, that the edges of all disciplines are more pliant than many men would have us believe. I am convinced that, with our respective research, you and I have much to offer each other and that our work will not only provide rich intellectual stimulation but also bear ripe fruit. I apologise for my obscurity as to my precise purpose, but I am in no mind to risk my precious theories landing in the hands of a mailman and thence my rivals. 


That you are a woman works only in your favour. The scholarly world serves ladies most poorly, and I am of the firm belief that the female mind is not only capable of equalling that of the male, but that the fairer sex tackles intellectual and practical challenges in a manner often superior to, and with more flexibility than, their more orthodox male counterparts. I am keen to learn of all that may be discovered in the skies, by whomever should discover it.	


As described in my initial approach, this is a live-in position of twelve months’ duration, and my staff will be at your disposal. My housekeeper, Mrs McLoone, has been in my service for many years, is of the highest moral standing and most capable. Your expenses will be covered, in addition to a yearly stipend of £100, and you will be free to continue with your own studies; I shall require you only for an hour or two each evening. 


I shall expect you on the twelfth day of March. 


Yours, 


Caleb Malles


That the letter’s sparse lines did not reveal a great deal of the nature of the work she was to undertake was a little frustrating, but also thrilling. The first few letters Mr Malles had sent were similarly bare-boned: an unsolicited enquiry wondering if she might be interested in a research position in Scotland, followed by a few short missives asking more about her work at the Observatory and her personal situation. 


Initially, there appeared no reason for Caleb Malles to appoint a research fellow. Nancy took most scientific journals, yet his name was not familiar. Regardless, he had appeared willing to pay a handsome sum to someone – a woman even – with whom he’d only communicated by letter. Before accepting the invitation, Nancy had determined to find out more about her mysterious patron-in-waiting.


Her enquiries had led her to the parlour of Charlotte Lennox, literature scholar and writer of the notorious Shakespear Illustrated, who had come highly recommended by a fellow Bluestocking. 


‘The mysterious Caleb Malles!’ Charlotte had exclaimed over cups of chocolate and rout cakes. ‘His work is seminal. His analysis of Shakespeare was reaching towards something incredible.’ She popped an entire tiny cake between her lips. ‘His family are from Inverness, I believe. Wealthy, apparently, but no-one really knows much of him. He studied in London and still keeps a house down here as far as I know. From what I’ve seen of his work, he has the most extraordinary mind. But I’ve heard nothing of him for a good number of years. No papers published, no lectures, not an appearance in the society pages. I’ve not seen him at a London theatre or in town for as long as I can remember. It’s almost as if he’s vanished. I’d be fascinated to know about his affairs.’ 


It made no sense. There seemed no reason for a Shakespeare scholar to have approached an astronomer with no interest in literature, and yet Mr Malles was offering her a year’s fellowship. Charlotte’s gleaming, hungry eyes confirmed to Nancy that it would be unwise to tell her that her employer had made his home in Inverness. She smiled. ‘Please, tell me more about your conversations with Mr Malles. I’m fascinated.’ 


However, Charlotte gave little more away. On leaving she touched Nancy’s arm lightly. ‘Tell me. Are you really going to go alone to Mr Malles’ house?’ Something about Charlotte’s look reaffirmed Nancy’s suspicions that any information she gave would soon be bobbing around in the gossip that eddied around the capital, so she merely smiled politely as she took her leave. 




*


Nancy was aware that, like Charlotte, many of her peers took a dim view of her trip to the most northerly tip of Scotland. Naturally, the Bluestockings were encouraging, buoyed that a scholar had gone out of his way to search out a female collaborator, while even some of the natural philosophy crowd with whom she occasionally mixed told her that they understood why she would be travelling alone to Inverness to study. 


However, the potentially scandalous situation of an unmarried woman journeying to study with a man who lived alone had created quite the sensation, and news of the trip spread beyond the ivory towers. The Sackville sisters had whispered pointedly behind their hands at a fundraiser she had been obliged to attend at Ranelagh Gardens. However, they made a habit of lazy prattle and it only justified further her dislike of gossip-greased social events. Since she was a child, she had hated the clanging hum of chatter and the nagging feeling that she would never correctly understand the unwritten rules of etiquette. 


Cora assured her that the party invitations that landed on the front porch of Crooms in the weeks before Christmas made excellent kindling for the fire. ‘Living in blissful ignorance’ felt much healthier, she told her maid. There was, however, no escaping the whisperings that came from the rest of her staff. The night before her departure, descending the stairs of Crooms, she overheard two figures talking in the doorway that led to the drawing room. 


‘It ain’t seemly,’ she’d heard her housekeeper tut. ‘Two ladies on their own travelling all that way. And to stay with a man they’ve never even clapped eyes on.’ 


Cheeks aflame, Nancy had been sure to click her heels extra hard on the floorboards as she walked across the hall until the talking stopped abruptly. 


The words had cut deep, but the staff could hardly be expected to understand that which compelled Nancy northwards. The patronising smiles that danced on the faces of her Observatory colleagues when she dared to challenge an established theory. The waspish asides that greeted her daily. Her mother had once muttered to her, with a roll of her eyes, ‘A female observer must work twice as hard, our calculations must be twice as accurate, and we are expected to do it all with a silent smile and in impeccably white gloves.’ Over the thirteen years since her parents’ accident, those words had resonated more and more. 


On occasion she even doubted her own abilities, wordlessly passing her calculations to a junior colleague to check before submission, or second-guessing Maskliss’ likely response. She cursed her insecurity. But again and again, that whisper of self-doubt would rise. 


Her journey to Scotland would put distance between those in the knot-tight world of natural philosophy in London who sought to still her hand, and also take her to a place where she might have the space to work unhindered by convention. Mr Malles’ brief correspondence had given her heart that here was a man who might celebrate her abilities rather than dismiss her research. And so she had hushed her misgivings as to the exact nature of the study upon which she would be embarking. Nevertheless, she worried. Leaving her place at the Observatory was not without risk and she fretted that, should her trip to Scotland end in ignominious fashion, she would find it impossible to find further employment in the field. Yet her conviction that the Fold was a prize worth pursuing buoyed her. 


*


She still wondered how Mr Malles might have heard of her work. Her name had not been attached to any published papers and most of the mathematicians at the observatory would have preferred her hidden in the cupboard among the inkwells and broken lenses. He had sidestepped the question in their correspondence, so she had determined to ask him at the earliest possible opportunity. 


The carriage lurched again, the driver cursing under his breath before shouting, ‘This is Inverness, ladies!’ Nancy was jerked from her thoughts and craned her head out of the window. 


Already they were among the turfed roofs and chimneys on the outskirts of the town, lit surreally by the snow. Through their casements she glimpsed glowing firesides and felt a pang of longing; hopefully they would soon be warming their feet in front of a hearth. A striped cat was running alongside the carriage. She heard it hiss. 


As the coach rolled through a darkened market square, Nancy’s fingers drummed harder, her nails rat-tat-tatting on the sill. Although her parents had been dead almost fourteen years, and she’d faced many challenges alone, she’d always done so from the security of Crooms. 


Opposite her, Cora murmured in her sleep. Her maid was only a few years older than her, but had been in her service since Nancy was ten. Yet Cora would be in Scotland only a short time, as her parents had been stricken with smallpox. They lived a mile or two from Greenwich, in Deptford, and Nancy had assured them their daughter would be away from them for no more than a month. A letter had been hastily sent to Mr Malles, who had sent a short reply assuring Nancy that Scotland had no shortage of suitable ladies’ maids, and Isobel, a girl in service at Blackthistle, would step in to assist. 


Privately, she despaired at the prospect of her time ahead without her beloved maid. In the years following her parents’ death, Cora had become indispensable and was now not merely a maid, but – to the disapproval of the rest of Nancy’s staff – a dear companion, her constant Northern Star. That friend with the sly, knowing smile, who was the only soul aware of how that tangle of hair at the nape of Nancy’s neck might be teased out with the handle of a long comb. 


She remembered the nervous look Cora had given her as she had folded her clothes and packed them in a trunk. 


‘Ma’am, I am a little concerned. This Mr Malles… you ain’t even set eyes on him, yet we’re to stay at his house. And what of the troubles in Scotland? Even the ring of our voices might put us in a tight spot. The Scots are meant to be awful wild.’ 


Nancy had spoken gently. ‘I understand your concern, Cora. I consider you a friend. And you have been more helpful than you could imagine these last few years. But please, trust me. I have been assured that Inverness is a friendly town, and it’s a journey I have to make. My work is, I fear, considered laughable by my colleagues in London, but in Scotland, I think there might be more chance of my being taken seriously. At the very least, I can work uninterrupted on my theories ahead of the transit in June. Cora tilted her head to one side. ‘I thought you would be working hard with this Mr Malles?’ 


Nancy nodded, ‘Of course I shall be, but Mr Malles has assured me I will have ample time to focus on my own studies, as well as assisting him, which will be tremendously thrilling too. I can see you’re worried, but I assure you, it will be safe. We are only visiting the north of our own kingdom after all, not the other side of the world.’ Cora had flushed and shrunk back a little.


However, even as Nancy had rolled her maps, doubts had surfaced and she was painfully aware that Cora’s fears might not be unfounded. She knew little of her new benefactor, and was only hazily aware of his area of research. There was no guarantee of the kind of work she might be asked to do, or what Mr Malles expected of her. His letters spoke of an open mind and ground-breaking research, yet of those she had seen no evidence bar the handful of missives he had sent. More generally, the Jacobite Rising was still fresh in the memories of the Scottish people, and she’d heard the most horrible stories of crofters and shepherds being driven from their farms like sheep. 


Cora would be with her in Scotland for less than a week. Nancy had swallowed, and run her finger along the little leather-and-brass telescope given to her by her father, its familiar lines giving her some comfort.


A sharp blast of cold air through the carriage window brought her back to Inverness. The coach driver shouted down to his passengers: ‘Not far now, ladies.’ Her body ached. Perhaps she ought to have kept up the running of her father’s well-padded coach, but she had sold the damaged vehicle after her parents’ accident and instead relied on hired transport. Cora opened her eyes, her forehead crinkled in confusion. 


‘We’re nearly there,’ said Nancy. ‘But a few minutes away now, I think. Best make yourself ready.’ 


*


A bump. They were crossing a bridge, the dark surface of a river swelling beneath, glinting like polished Whitby jet. In the darkness, two spots of light grew closer. Lanterns.


The lanterns pooled light around tall, wrought-iron gates set in a high wall. As they approached and slowed, Nancy gasped. There, maybe ten feet away, lit on the edge of the lanterns’ orangey-red glow, stood three women, eyes wide and unblinking, fixed on her.


They locked gazes. A strange whine hummed in Nancy’s ears. The youngest woman had fair hair, tangled like sheep’s wool on a sharp rock, her face pale and unlined, a black gap where one tooth should be. Around her neck hung a ragged necklace of bleached animal bones. 


The next woman was older, with dark skin. She had an orange-and-green-patterned scarf tied around her head, and large gold earrings that swayed gently. 


The third’s cadaverous face was cracked like parched summer earth, her thin grey hair greased against a yellowing scalp. As the carriage drew to a halt, the women shrank back into the shadows of the trees. The whine stopped abruptly. 


Curious townsfolk. News of her imminent arrival had obviously caused a stir. Nancy felt a queer prickling dread in her hands, down her back. She was tired. It had been a very long journey. 


She looked back. The darkness of the copse revealed no sign of the women. She was so tired that it was entirely possible she had imagined them. 


‘Miss?’ Cora was travelling in the rear-facing seat so had not seen the trio, but there was no reason to worry her. 


Nancy kept her voice level. ‘It is nothing, Cora.’ 


The driver opened the gates, then hopped back up to his seat. ‘Giddy yip!’ The carriage wheels crackled over an icy, gravelled path. 


Against the canopy of bright stars rose the silhouette of a building: Blackthistle House. More imposing than its name suggested, it was almost a castle. A steep roof was forested with chimneys, while a round turret stood at one end of the building. 


As they neared the house, something flickered. What appeared to be trapped lightning, flashing in one of the windows in the turret. Nancy felt her skin prickle. The shade seemed unnatural; colder than candlelight, it was the bone-bleached colour of the moon and shone unevenly against the casement. A thin shadow was silhouetted in front of the curious light. As she watched, a figure raised its arms heavenward, outline shaking against the glare, twitching as if it were possessed. The light flashed more intensely, then it was gone, leaving the window black and unblinking. Nancy rubbed her eyes. The long days of relentless travel were indeed taking their toll. Her heart pounded. This was not the welcome she had expected. But, again, there was no need to worry Cora. She could be easily spooked. 


‘Here we are. Habitable enough,’ Nancy whispered to Cora. 


The carriage drew to a halt in front of an arched doorway. The horse whinnied nervously and shifted its hooves even as the driver tugged at it to stand still. He peered down into the carriage and said, rather flatly, ‘Blackthistle House, ladies.’ 


He jumped down from his seat onto the drive, pulled open the carriage door and offered his hand to Nancy. She smiled wearily as she climbed down. She glanced upwards, and dropped her bag to the ground, hand in mouth. The stars! Never before had she seen them shine so luxuriantly, so plentifully. Here were her skies! Any questions she might have been asking herself about the unsettling women and strange light at the window evaporated into the chill of the night air. 


‘Ma’am, if you don’t mind. I must make haste. My inn will be near to closing.’ The driver spoke quickly, then crunched across the icy drive and pulled the bell cord next to the huge front door. It opened almost immediately. Light spilled into the dark and the shape of a woman peered out. ‘Miss Lockaby?’ Nancy tore her gaze from the heavens. This must be the housekeeper, Mrs McLoone. Her voice was sharp, and Nancy felt obliged to make apologies. ‘Yes. We are earlier than I imagined we might be. I’m sorry.’ 


The woman’s face was younger than her voice suggested, yet her hair was greying and scraped back into a bun. She wore a dress the colour of boiled mutton. Nancy suddenly felt conscious of her own scarlet boots, her unruly mop of red hair escaping from beneath her cap, and deep-blue cloak scattered with glittering, gold-thread stars. Even in London, her choice of brightly coloured clothes had drawn attention. Here, they seemed to shout even more loudly. 


‘No matter,’ the woman replied, although her tone suggested that it did matter very much. ‘Come in.’ 


The driver took down their trunks and bags and left them on the step, then jumped back onto the carriage and clattered hastily away. He was due to return to take Cora back to London towards the end of the week. 


They stepped into a large, stone-floored hall, panelled in dark wood. A few candles struggled in vain to light the room, but Nancy could make out a wide staircase, rising into the gloom. On her right a huge stone fireplace sat bare and cold, and next to it a clock in a long case. Above its face was a painted dial that, at this moment, showed a severe-looking moon. Nancy glanced upwards. Several portraits looked down at her sternly, but much of the walls remained unadorned, patchworked with rectangles and squares – the dark ghosts of paintings no longer in place. The austere darkness made a stark contrast to Crooms’ bright, blush-pink entrance hall. Embarrassed, she realised she’d expected blankets and hides rather than this hard stone and unvarnished wood. Oh, what a pampered pug she was, used to the swagged salons of the city. 


The woman dipped a short curtsey, her face unreadable. ‘Mrs McLoone, ma’am. You’ll have had a long journey, Miss Lockaby, Miss…?’ 


‘This is Miss Black. My companion.’ 


Cora dipped her head. The gesture was not returned by Mrs McLoone, whose icy countenance looked never to have been fractured by a smile. Nancy raised an eyebrow at her maid. 


‘We have had quite the ride, yes.’


Mrs McLoone opened a door and indicated with her hand that they should enter. ‘You’ll both be hungry.’ She disappeared down the corridor. 


This room was smaller and less glacial. A few grey-pink ashes glowed in the grate. The walls were lined with bookcases, leaning into each other as if in their cups. Three plain chairs were pulled up to a stripped-wood table, a stub of candle lighting the scene. Nancy sat on one and leaned on the table on her elbow. Cora nervously pulled out the chair opposite. 


She hissed, ‘She doesn’t seem very welcomin’, ma’am.’ 


‘Let us give her a chance, Cora,’ replied Nancy brightly. ‘The Scottish have a reputation for reserve.’ 


A few short minutes later, McLoone came into the room. She carried a plate bearing a few slices of bread, some chunks of cheese and two waxy apples, while a dish held two, hard-looking pats of butter.


‘Thank you, Mrs McLoone. Tell me, if you will. On our arrival there was a welcoming committee outside. Some women from nearby, perhaps?’ 


‘I’m sure I don’t know what you’re talking about.’ The woman turned abruptly and left the room. 


Nancy almost called the woman back to reprimand her for her rudeness, but thought better of it. Not now. That eerie light and shadow had made her jittery. She was exhausted from the long journey and very hungry. She buttered her bread with a shaking hand. Supper would comfort her.


‘This is a simple but good supper, Cora. Just as we needed.’ She smiled as brightly as she could, ignoring her companion’s questioning look. 


A chill curled around her ankles. She heard a rustle and looked around the room. A green vase of dried plants sat on a wooden bookcase, translucent, moon-shaped honesty, spiky rosemary, some time-browned sage blown gently by a draught. The case’s shelves were packed with leather-bound books, gold letters shining on their spines. 


Nancy stood up, walked to the shelves and peered at the books. 


Coriolanus, Hamlet, Othello. Familiar names, although she suddenly wished they were more familiar. Since his invitation, she had fretted that Mr Malles might assume she had a working knowledge of Shakespeare’s work. Periodically, her eyes had lingered fretfully on the eight, black books that sat on the shelves of the library at Crooms, with their gold-embossed leaf that promised The Works of Shakespeare: In Eight Volumes. Yet she had not even taken them down, fearing that reading them would only deepen the mystery that surrounded the nature of her employment. 


She had watched a production of Hamlet at a theatre by the Thames with her parents, ten or so summers before, but she had been more transfixed by the hubbub of the audience than the lines declaimed by the players on stage. However, the words that she had been able to hear had had a certain charm. Relishing the memory, she pulled down A Midsummer Night’s Dream. Despite being bound in leather, it felt icy to the touch. 


Someone coughed behind her. She started and pushed the book back onto the shelf. 


‘Will you be needing anything else?’ asked Mrs McLoone impassively. 


She turned and looked at the housekeeper. ‘Is Mr Malles at home?’


The woman pursed her lips. ‘He is. But he will not be disturbed tonight. We were, after all, expecting you tomorrow afternoon.’ 


‘I see,’ said Nancy. ‘I trust I shall make his acquaintance soon enough then.’ 


‘That you will.’ The woman gave a tight smile. ‘I’ll show you both to your room.’ 


She turned and left. With a shake of the head, Nancy followed, Cora behind her. 


Mrs McLoone held a candle that sent flickers across the panelled walls of the dark corridors. The house was colder than any Nancy had visited, and her breath trailed into the frosty air. She felt exhausted to the marrow, wanting nothing more than to be asleep. At last, Mrs McLoone held open a door. A room. A lamp. A curtained bed, on which lay her bag, and another mattress on a truckle beside it. Nancy and Cora stepped inside. 


‘Thank you, Mrs McLoone. Good night.’ 


The woman nodded and left wordlessly, clicking the door shut behind her. 


‘Ma’am…’ Cora stood behind her, her fingers moving quickly to unpin her mistress’s cap and let down her hair. Nancy barely noticed the maid unbuttoning her dress and removing the thick folds of material. Gently, Cora helped her pull on a nightdress, and sat her in the bed, the coverlet drawn up to her waist. 


‘Please, pass me my bag, Cora,’ Nancy said sleepily. 


She undid the clasps, took out a large piece of paper, unfolded it and laid it over her knees, as she did nightly. This was a chart she knew by heart, but could look at over and again. The thick parchment was scattered with hundreds of stars embossed in shining gold leaf, between them planets and moons, trajectories trailing. Laced between these representations, in the tiniest, most orderly hand, were calculations, numbers, Xs and Ys and square roots taking up every inch of the firmament’s space. Her mother’s familiar writing. 


Furrowing her brow, she traced her finger around a small space on the chart. The inscriptions here were faded through continual touch. She bent more closely to the paper. Written in the ghostly hand was a single sentence: Keep searching beyond. Smelling the paper, she caught the faintest scent of violets, the perfume that had trailed in clouds behind her mother. 


She laid the paper on the bedside table. Cora was already snoring softly on the low bed next to hers. Nancy blew out the candle, lay back and closed her eyes. The faces of the women outside the gates danced before her, their hair wild as wind-tossed twigs, brown ragged dresses like leaves, skinny, angled branches for arms. Despite her dreadful tiredness, Nancy was still awake as the big clock downstairs struck a dolorous three, Outside, the trees rattled in the wind.




Chapter Two 


For a moment, the strange brightness of the morning light confused Nancy. She turned sleepily as Cora pulled open the curtains, revealing an unfamiliar landscape. Distant low, purplish hills, swathes of piney forests, white fields and fences crusted heavily in white snow. Another layer had fallen and the ochre sky promised more. Still, the view was a calm sigh after the fiercely rugged roar of the mountains. 


She watched through half-open eyes as Cora busied round the room. She had not slept well – the women had stalked her dreams. She was nervous enough meeting Mr Malles for the first time, without this kind of distraction. She stretched. 


‘Mornin’, ma’am!’ Nancy’s eyes snapped open at Cora’s familiar, cheery greeting. ‘Time to hop out!’ She waved a little silver hairbrush. ‘Look what I found in the cabinet drawer! Looks softer than the one I use. Let’s try it an’ see later.’ Nancy smiled. Cora was always keen to find new ways to help her untamed hair lie a little straighter and to look, as the maid liked to put it, ‘more seemly’. 


The two breakfasted together, sitting at the same stripped-wood table at which they had eaten the night before. Mrs McLoone was no more talkative, but informed Nancy that Mr Malles would see her at eleven. ‘He’s out,’ she had said shortly. The housekeeper’s taciturn manner was beginning to grate, and for a moment Nancy wished herself back in London. Then she glanced out of the windows at the wide horizon, and remembered how it had bristled thickly with points of light; stars she hadn’t a hope of spotting back in Greenwich. ‘Our breakfast view is a little more spectacular than in dull old Crooms, is it not?’ she said to Cora.
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