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1.


LONDON, 1913


The dead are seldom silent.


They have their stories to tell and their gift of foresight to share. All that is required for them to be heard is that someone be willing to listen. I have been listening to the dead all my life, and they never clamour more loudly for my attention than at a funeral. This is in part due to proximity, of course. Here I stand, beside an open grave, sombre in black, quiet, watching, waiting, pain constricting my chest more tightly than the stays of my corset, and all around me souls stir. But they must wait. Wait to be called. Now is not the time. I know they are eager to speak to me, and I value their trust in me, but wait they must.


It is always important, what the dead have to say. At least, they consider it so. As if departing this world has conferred upon their every single utterance a dignity, a value, that was not present while they trod the ground instead of sleeping beneath it. There are times their insistence and their self-importance tire me, I admit. Times such as now, when I am far too consumed by grief to want to hear them. Even so, I can never forget, must never forget that sometimes their words are indeed of great value. Necromancers through the ages have known this; we have learned to listen to their bold prophecies and their whispered warnings. What would the genteel lords and ladies assembled here today think, I wonder, if they knew that among them now are those who summon spirits from the past to divine the future? What would they think of me if I were to tell them I am most at ease in a catacomb, or sitting in a graveyard cloaked in darkness, talking softly with those who have crossed the Rubicon and dwell in the Land of Night? That I find comfort and solace in the companionship of the dead, as my ancestors did before me? What would they say if I told them I have always harboured a secret fondness for coffins? There is something about their sleek lines, the rich tones of the burred walnut, the gleam of the brass fittings, the comforting thought of a place of rest and safety, that appeals to me.


Now, though, as I watch my father’s coffin being lowered into its grave, no amount of admiration for its workmanship can distract me from the loneliness I feel. My father was not an openly affectionate man – most thought him rather cold and aloof – but he loved me, and now he is gone. At twenty-one I should be excited about the future. Instead I feel only the sadness of loss, and the weight of duty upon my shoulders. My brother will inherit the role of duke and all that goes with it, but I am heir to my father’s other title. A position that bestowed upon him both immense power and fearsome responsibility. And now it is my turn. I am to become the new Head Witch of the Lazarus Coven.


As I stand at the graveside I let my gaze sweep over the gathered mourners. Hundreds have turned out to pay their last respects to the late duke, but only a handful among us know that the coffin which is the current focus of attention, and which is now being lowered into the damp, dark earth, is, in point of fact, empty. The August sunshine has warmed the soil so that its musky scent drifts up from the open grave. To me the aroma is familiar and stirring. It smells of long ago, of ages past, of loved ones moved from this world to the next, of death and rebirth, of rot and regeneration. As the smell fills my nostrils I identify the presence of cleansing worms and busy beetles, and under it all, from nearby newly filled graves, the subtle beginnings of sweet decay. I am not the only one to detect the presence of disintegration. From the branches of a majestic cedar comes the agitated cawing of sharp-beaked rooks.


The heat of the summer afternoon is starting to tell on many of the mourners. The pool of black the gathered company presents seems to ripple as women sway unsteadily in their heavy gowns, their restricting corsets robbing them of much of what little air there is. Here and there fans are worked listlessly. The men fare no better beneath their top hats, and some pluck at their starched collars. The relentlessly high temperatures of this summer of 1913 are not conducive to comfort for anyone dressed for a society funeral. Even the gleaming black carriage horses, despite standing in the shade of an ancient yew tree, fidget, causing the blackened ostrich plumes on their bridles to shudder and flutter in the inappropriately cheerful sunshine.


I feel my mother’s grip on my arm tighten. Her gloved fingers dig into the night-black crape of my sleeve. She looks worryingly frail.


‘Mama?’ I whisper as close to her ear as her elaborately veiled hat will allow. ‘Mama, are you quite well?’


‘Oh, Lilith, my dear. I do feel a little faint.’


The dowager duchess teeters alarmingly.


‘Freddie!’ I hiss at my brother, who stands only a few paces off but wears an expression that places him in another world entirely. ‘Freddie, for heaven’s sake, help Mama.’


‘What? Yes, yes, of course. Now then, Mama. Steady as she goes.’ He smiles weakly, slipping his arm around our mother’s tiny waist. ‘Not long now,’ he murmurs. ‘Soon be over,’ he adds, as much to himself as anyone else.


I take in the pale couple that comprise my family and wonder if I am equal to the task of looking after them. They need me to be strong. To take Father’s place. But how can I? How can I? My mother’s very existence has been defined by her husband for such a long time. She was a duchess for so many years, and now she must alter her view of herself, of her position, to become Lady Annabel. She finds this modern, fast-changing world confusing and illogical, and overhanging us all is the possibility of war. She is adrift, and I must be her safe haven. It is so typical of Mama that she insisted on such a grand and lengthy funeral. She has overseen every detail – from the number and variety of lilies, to the breed of the carriage horses, and the funereal livery of the footmen. I understand that she is sure in her mind that she knows precisely what her beloved Robert would have wanted. She believes it is expected of her as the duke’s widow to carry out his wishes. However keenly she feels her grief, she will not let it show. However lost she knows herself to be, she will present a small point of stoic dignity at the centre of the cortege. Only those closest to her will be aware of how much she is suffering. I know the truth of it. My mother is burying not simply an adored spouse, but the greater part of herself. Freddie and I will go into the world and have lives of our own; she will remain in privileged purgatory, from now until the moment of her own death, no longer duchess, no longer wife, no longer with a purpose of place around which she can shape her existence.


And Freddie. Freddie has singular problems which require singular remedies. Perhaps he can be persuaded to move out to our country estate in Radnorshire, far away from the destructive temptations on offer in the city. It would be a solution of sorts. But how will I succeed where even Father failed? Freddie knows what he would be giving up if he went back to Radnor Hall. I fear he would as soon jump into Father’s grave.


That brother of yours will bring you to ruin!


Who is that? Who speaks to me unbidden, uncalled, unsummoned? What spirit would venture to do such a thing? Who is there?


One who watches you, Daughter of the Night. One who knows you, and your worthless brother, better than you know yourselves.


I must close my mind to this unwelcome, unfamiliar voice! Despite the relentless heat of the day I feel a sudden chill. Spirits may become restless, may long to communicate, but still they wait to be called. I will not listen. Not now. Now it is the living who need me. Freddie, perhaps, most of all.


Watching him as he attempts to support Mama he appears almost as insubstantial as she does. His skin has about it a transparency that seems to reveal the vulnerability underneath. Tiny beads of sweat glisten on his brow. He leans heavily on his cane, as if he cannot bear his own weight, let alone that of anyone else.


I remember the first time Father brought us here, Freddie and me. It was gone midnight, and the house was quiet. He came to the nursery, and told Nanny to get us up and dressed. I could have been no more than nine years old, so Freddie must have been seven. It was certainly strange, to be roused from our beds in the dark hours, and to leave in the carriage with only our father. I recall Nanny’s anxious face watching at the window as we left. Did she know? I wonder. Did she know about Father? Did she know where he was taking us?


He had the driver park the carriage at the gate to the cemetery, and then led us through the narrow paths between the graves. He walked quickly, and Freddie and I had to trot and scamper to keep up. I remember feeling a little excited at such a mysterious outing, but I was not afraid. My poor baby brother, however, was so dreadfully scared. By the time we reached our destination – this very spot – he was crying quite loudly, so that Father had to scold him and insist that he be quiet. We stood still then, among the tombs and statuary, letting the dark settle about us. I heard an owl screech, and several bats flitted past, their wing beats causing the warm summer air to stir against my face. Father said nothing, gave us no instructions, told us not a thing about what was expected of us. He merely had us stand silently among the dead, wrapped in the night. Freddie fidgeted the whole time, stifling his sobs as best he could. But I was quite content. I felt . . . at home.


I take Mama’s arm once more and hold on firmly. The vicar presses slowly on with the service, his voice flat and monotonous, like a distant bell, weathered and cracked, echoing the dying heartbeats of the man whose body we commit to the earth, and whose soul we commend to God. Except that his body is absent, and his soul will linger a while yet.


Beside a mournful statue of an angel, sheltering in the relative coolness of its winged shadow, and at some remove from the main company attending the duke’s funeral, Nicholas Stricklend, permanent private secretary to the minister for Foreign Affairs, waits and watches. He has no desire to engage in small talk with others in attendance. Nor does he wish to give his condolences to the chief mourners. He wants merely to observe. To witness the interment. To assure himself that the leader of the Lazarus Coven is indeed dead and gone, once and for all, no longer occupying that privileged position of power and influence.


A squirrel scampers by close to where Stricklend stands. The quick movement of its claws on the dust-dry ground scuffs up fallen pine needles, some of which land on the senior ranking civil servant’s spotless shoes. He regards the needles with distaste. Their presence offends him. He does not consider himself unrealistic in his expectations of life; he is aware that perfection, however sincerely strived for, is often unattainable. However, it is his habit to aim for nothing less, so that even when his attempts fall short, a high standard is maintained. What he finds irksome almost beyond endurance is the way in which the actions of others on occasion cause his cherished ideal to be compromised. Focusing on his shoes he exhales firmly, directing his breath effortlessly, as if it were within everyone’s capabilities, the distance to his feet so that the pine needles are blown away as on a zephyr, and his shoes regain their matchless shine. The squirrel, sensing danger, freezes. Its face registers first fear and then pain, as it drops to the ground. After one small gasp it is stilled forever. The nearby rooks fall silent.


Stricklend returns his attention to the family of the recently deceased duke. He met Lord Robert’s widow several times when she was still the duchess of Radnor. No doubt she would remember him, just as she would remember all her guests. She would naturally value her reputation as an excellent hostess but now, even so soon after the duke’s passing, she appears to Stricklend diminished. Her husband’s illness had been protracted and his death prepared for, but still the shock of it shows. Though her face might be veiled, her demeanour, her deportment, her seeming lack of substance are plainly visible. On her right, her son, Frederick, presents a picture of almost equal frailty. The young man is tall and good-looking, with the family’s black hair and fine, aristocratic features, but he is painfully thin, and there is a restlessness about him that gives him away. Stricklend doubts the youth will make a good duke. He will not come close to filling his father’s shoes.


The person who is of real interest to him, however, is the slim figure to the left of the dowager duchess. Lady Lilith Montgomery, only daughter and eldest child of the late Lord Robert Montgomery, sixth duke of Radnor, wears her striking beauty casually yet with dignity. She does not flaunt the head-turning loveliness with which she has been blessed any more than she would flaunt her position of privilege as the daughter, and now sister, of a duke. There is about her an air of seriousness. An earnestness. A self-contained strength, that Stricklend finds both admirable and attractive. He witnessed her coming out into society through the summer with careful attention. But it is not her feminine attributes that matter to him. Nor her social standing. What is of concern to him, what he is keenly interested in, is her ability to take on the mantle of Head Witch in her father’s place. Only time will tell if she is up to the task. If she is not, it will be a bad day for the Lazarus Coven. A very bad day indeed. It will also be a singularly good day for Nicholas Stricklend.


Despite the weight of his valise, the bulk of his knapsack of artist’s materials, and the awkward legginess of the easel he carries on his shoulder, Bram Cardale traverses the cemetery with a vigorous step. Being tall and strong means his luggage is less burdensome for him than it might have been for others, added to which a sense of purpose lends energy to his stride. He is glad of the shortcut, for he has walked a mile or more already, but he could happily travel until sunset, for today he begins his new life. Behind him lie burned bridges, disregarded offers of secure employment, and the comfort and stability of his family home. Ahead lies nothing certain, save that he is to lodge with the renowned and feted sculptor, Richard Mangan, and he is, at last, to attempt to become the painter he believes himself capable of being. Such a leap of faith shocked his parents. His father took it particularly badly.


‘But, lad, you’ve a position waiting for you at the factory. You’d throw it all up to . . . to what? Paint pictures?’


‘It’s what I was meant to do, Father.’


‘All of a sudden our life, what we do, that’s not good enough for you?’


‘I don’t expect you to understand.’


‘You’re right about that.’


‘Can’t you be pleased for me?’


‘Pleased you’re going off on the rim of your hat to live in a house of adulterers and heaven knows who else instead of taking your place here, where you belong? Oh, aye, I’m certain to be pleased about that.’


Bram had not attempted to win his father round to the idea of his chosen future. He had dried his mother’s tears and promised to write. There had been a moment, when she had looked deep into him in the way only she could, when he had faltered. She had touched his cheek with such tenderness, such concern . . . but if he did not go now he feared he would remain forever living a half-life, his talent, his art, his need to create, stifled and smothered. He could not tolerate such an existence. True, there could be no guarantees of success, and he might end up alone in London, a failed nobody, his talent exposed as an illusion. He risked one manner of madness if he went, and another, a slower more tortuous insanity, if he stayed. He had caught the evening train from Sheffield that very night. Guilt dogged his footsteps, but with each passing mile his certainty that he was doing the right thing grew.


The energy of London, the vibrant hum of the place, the sheer scale, all speak to him of possibilities and of freedom. He could not paint properly while still living under his father’s shadow, living a provincial life, where he was hampered by his family’s expectations of him. He knows he is acting selfishly, but if he must paint – and it seems he is driven by some irresistible force to do so – he must find a place and a company conducive to artistic expression and endeavour. He had written to Richard Mangan scarce hoping for a response, so when he was invited to take rooms in his house he knew it was an opportunity he could not pass up. Here was his chance to give vent to his ambition.


As he approaches the halfway point on the path to the east gate of the graveyard, Bram is struck by the number of mourners attending a burial. Large funerals are not uncommon in Sheffield but he has witnessed nothing of this kind before. He pauses in his journey, sliding his easel to the ground for a moment. He can make out several funeral carriages, all drawn by very fine horses, each black as coal, and draped in heavy velvet. The hearse itself might no longer be in attendance, but the remaining conveyances are no less impressive or flamboyantly liveried. Each has painted on its doors and embroidered on the drapery of the horses the emblem of a dragonfly, delicate and slim, its body shimmering green. Mourners stand a dozen rows deep, at least two hundred of them. Close to the grave the chief mourners look to Bram to present a touchingly small family. The young woman wears a broad hat with a long spotted veil, but he can discern elegant deportment and fine features even so. And a graceful, slender neck, the only part of her not swathed in black. Bram finds the whiteness of this small, exposed area of flesh somehow startling. Erotic, almost. A shaft of sunlight cuts through the branches of the lone cedar tree to illuminate the trio at the graveside, so that the fabric of their clothes, though cellar-black, reflects the light with such brilliance that the glare causes him to squint.


He wonders at once how he would paint such a phenomenon, how he would capture on canvas the strength of that light in the midst of such gloom. A familiar excitement stirs within him at the idea of the challenge. His pulse quickens. Images flash through his mind, light upon dark, dark upon light, blocks of colour and bold brush strokes. In that moment of inspiration all is possible. He drops his luggage to the ground and scrabbles in his knapsack, pulling out board and paper, digging deeper for dusty shards of charcoal. He supports the board with one arm, pinning the paper to it with his fingers at the top. In his right hand he grasps the charcoal and turns to stand facing the scene he wishes to capture. He is in the full glare of the sun, and can feel perspiration beading his brow, dampening his hair. His hat offers more heat than shade, so he pushes it from his head, letting it lie where it falls on the parched ground. He frowns against the glare of the blank page, hesitating only a moment before beginning to sketch. A passing couple comment sharply on his inappropriate behaviour. He is immune to their criticism. He knows he is witness to the grief of strangers, and he knows his actions could be seen as callous or disrespectful. The small part of him that still pays heed to such conventions, however, is stamped down by the urgency of his desire to depict what he sees, to immortalize that moment. It is not merely the juxtaposition of shapes, of sunlight and shadow, of patterns and elegant lines he wishes to show. Nor is he interested in recording a comment on society and its cherished traditions. It is the very essence of his subjects he strives to transpose to his picture.


To show what cannot be seen one must first represent what can be seen, he tells himself.


His mind works as swiftly as his hand as he draws. Deft, energetic marks begin to fill the paper.


It is my lot to spend my life in pursuit of the impossible. To reveal what is hidden. But am I able? Am I equal to the task?


He continues to work even as he feels his head spin with the heat of the day and the intensity of his concentration. Even as curious onlookers pause to peer over his shoulder. He works on, seeking to show the brilliance of life in the midst of a ceremony for the dead. Even as the vicar closes his good book. Even as the beautiful, slender girl beside the open grave raises her head and finds herself to be beneath his fervent gaze.




2.


It is nearly four o’clock by the time the funeral cortege leaves the cemetery. I am relieved the service and burial are over, but I do not relish the idea of what lies ahead. Mama spent many teary hours instructing Mrs Jessop, the house keeper, and Withers, the butler, on precisely what will be required when those invited back to the house after the funeral arrive.


All serving staff are to wear their mourning livery for the event, and those working below stairs will sport black armbands. There is to be a buffet of grand proportions, and the house dressed and presented in sombre but dignified style. The food will be light, and refreshing. The heat will no doubt have already sapped the strength and wilted the nerves of those attending, so iced tea will be offered, along with lemonade and sherry. Withers will have selected a reasonable burgundy for those who felt the need of it, and whiskey, of course, for the men. Deliveries of lilies and black ribbon arrived almost hourly throughout the morning. Secretly, I wish we could have had a simple gathering. I favor the modern trend for a paring down of the traditional trappings and trimmings of a society funeral. But I understood my mother’s need to throw herself into her role as widow, and to do this one last act as lady of the house. For now, at least, she has the diversion of being occupied to lessen her grief.


After slow progress through the busy streets the driver at last draws up in front of what has been the London home of the Montgomery family for generations. Number One Fitzroy Square stands four storeys tall, its broad white frontage separated from the world by gleaming, black iron railings. Wide steps lead up to the columned portico which frames the heavy black door. The brass door furniture and bell pull have been polished to a deep shine and only ever touched by gloved hands. The square is formed by four streets of such houses, all striking in their symmetry, their snowy facades, and their pleasing classical proportions. In the middle of the square there is a large private garden, ringed by a fence of railings which match those in front of the houses. Each household is in possession of a key so that they might enter and enjoy the lavishly planted gardens, with their walnut and chestnut trees, their shady walks and flower-filled beds. The foliage of the trees and the abundant shrubs provide a dignified yet pretty division between the houses on one side of the square and those opposite, and are so cleverly designed as to give the impression almost of a small slice of the countryside, transplanted to the heart of the city.


I feel my mood lighten a little, as it always does when coming home. I might have to graciously accept condolences from people I hardly know for several hours to come, but later, when the last guests have been helped into their carriages, I can, here, be myself.


Are you willing to listen to me yet, Lilith?


I feel my spine tingle as the same spirit I heard in the graveyard whispers in my ear once more. I am shocked. Shaken. No spirit has ever spoken to me in this way, without being called. I struggle to retain my composure. I will have to talk to this restless soul, that is certain. But not now, not here. My family needs me now. My non-witch family.


A young footman opens the door of the carriage and Withers, broad shouldered and dependable as ever, appears to offer his assistance to Lady Annabel. Freddie, enlivened no doubt by the prospect of a drink, has already sprung from the other side of the carriage and hurried round to help his mother.


‘All right, Withers,’ he says, with jarring eagerness, ‘you can leave Lady Annabel to me. Come along now, Mama. Let’s get you a nice glass of wine, shall we?’


‘Don’t be silly, Freddie, you know I never drink wine. Withers, is everything ready?’


‘All just as you instructed, Lady Annabel.’


‘The flowers . . . they must be sprayed regularly. This dreadful heat . . .’


‘I’ve put William to the task, my lady.’


The dowager duchess halts her faltering forward progress and stares at Withers. For a moment she looks utterly lost.


‘William?’ she repeats in a small voice. ‘Do you know, I don’t seem able to picture his face?’


I hurry to her side. ‘William Radley, Mama. The second footman, you remember?’


‘Oh, yes. Yes of course. Fancy my forgetting. William Radley. How silly of me.’


‘You are exhausted, Mama,’ I say, taking her arm.


‘And thirsty, shouldn’t wonder,’ puts in Freddie.


I cast him a look that goes unnoticed as the two of us bear our mother up the steps and into the coolness of the house. Freddie is ready enough to offer help when it suits his purposes. It is not the sort of help I can ever allow myself to rely upon. There will always be Freddie’s own needs behind any offer of assistance. I would be a fool to forget it.


Mama need not have worried; Mrs Jessop and Withers have carried out her wishes to the letter. The hallway of Number One Fitzroy Square was built to impress, and impress it does. The careful Art Nouveau decor that my mother has so successfully embraced seems only enhanced by the vases of cream aromatic lilies, tied with black satin bows, which have been placed at considered random throughout. I find their perfume in the sultry heat almost overpowering and am aware of a burgeoning headache behind my eyes. Three immaculately turned-out servants hold trays bearing tall glasses.


I pause to speak to Withers, taking off my hat and handing it, with a nod, to my lady’s maid, Violet.


‘I shall sit with Mama in the morning room. Would you direct people to us there?’


‘Yes, Lady Lilith.’


‘But have them shown to the dining room first. Everyone will be drained from standing in the sun for so long.’ I turn to speak to Freddie, but he has already divested himself of hat and cane, snatched up a glass of wine and is striding through the door to the study.


The morning room is blissfully shady, the sun having long gone off its tall windows. I encourage Mama to sit beside the fragrant bouquet of flowers which fills the hearth. I remain standing, the better to greet our guests. For over an hour the great and the good, mostly members of the aristocracy, some British, some having travelled from abroad, express their sympathy at the passing of the duke, and we graciously accept their condolences. My feet are soon aching and the pain in my brow has sharpened so that it is hard not to frown. It occurs to me that my mother and I are expected not only to hide our grief, to remain dignified and composed, whatever we are feeling, but we are also required to assist people we hardly know who stumble over their platitudes and condolences. It is incumbent on us, the hostesses and chief mourners, to put others at their ease, never mind our own inner turmoil. What use are offers of sympathy when they demand such effort of will and stoicism in return? This entire event, the food, the flowers, the manner in which one must conduct oneself, is for the benefit of people other than the family of the deceased. Who was it, I wonder, who decided that heartbroken relatives should host a party at the very moment all they wished for was to be left alone to grieve?


‘Lilith.’ A low voice shakes me from my thoughts. ‘Lilith, I am so very sorry.’


I turn to find Viscount Louis Harcourt striding into the room, his habitual confident step that of a man who knows his position in the world and is proud of it. He extends a hand, snatching up my own gloved one, kissing it briefly and holding it to him. ‘How very pale you look,’ he tells me, ‘and how very beautiful.’


‘Louis.’ I summon a small smile for him. After all, whatever the occasion, should not a girl be gladdened by the sight of her fiancé?


‘Your father was a fine man. He will be greatly missed.’ He pauses and moves a little closer, so close that I can feel the warmth of him. I am tall, but still he has to stoop a little to speak in my ear. ‘If there is any way I can be of help . . . anything . . . you have only to ask. Darling Lily, you know that, don’t you?’ He reaches behind my ear. ‘Oh, how sweet,’ he says, opening his cupped hand in front of me to reveal a large butterfly. ‘Must have mistaken you for a flower.’


‘Louis, please, this is no time for party tricks.’


‘I only wanted to see my girl smile,’ he tells me.


I look at him levelly. If the thought flitted through my mind that I might mention to him the uncalled spirit I heard earlier, I quickly dismiss it. Would he even take such a thing seriously? His habit of using his magic at inappropriate moments is something I am accustomed to, as is the way he has of employing the sleight of hand of a music hall magician. I am aware, today, that there is more to it than a desire to amuse. He wishes to remind me that we share a special bond, because we are both born witches. As if I need reminding. It is one of the main reasons I have not resisted the match my parents always wanted for me. I think it comforted my father, in his last days, to know that I would marry into such a strong, wealthy, well-respected family. Louis and I grew up together. Our parents move in the same rarified social circle; his father and mine were, if not quite friends, then at least fellow Lazarus witches. The earl of Winchester always slightly resented my father’s superior position in the coven. It was as if having to settle for a lower ranking in the aristocracy, being only an earl rather than a duke, made it rankle more that he must also defer to Father when in his witch’s persona. My father did not count Louis’s father as a personal friend, but they shared a mutual respect, born of an understanding of how the world works for singular families such as ours.


And, after all, my parents were not the only ones to regard Louis as a fine catch. Most of those here today know nothing of his coven membership; they simply see him as one of the most eligible bachelors in London. Dear Louis, I believe that is how he has always regarded himself. He knows how attractive he is, with his golden hair, bright blue eyes, and easy grace. He knows the effect he has on young women, knows how many mothers would have happily consented to him marrying their daughters. He exudes wealth and breeding effortlessly, with his fine features and twinkling eyes. I confess I find him attractive – it would be difficult to feel otherwise. And I am fond of him. But it is a fondness born of childhood acquaintance and many years of familiarity. There is something missing, at least for me. I believe he does love me, though I am not so naïve as to think his feelings for me would be the same if I were not the daughter of a duke, and heir to the title of Head Witch.


Is it foolish of me to hanker for some girlish notion of romantic love? Does such a thing even truly exist, I wonder.


After a few moments of giving me his rather intense attention, Louis moves on to express his sympathies to Mama and I slip away. I have no appetite, but remove myself to the dining room on the pretext of looking for something to eat. In fact, I merely wish to make sure all the guests are being properly looked after. None can leave until they have been fed and watered, and the sooner they all go, the happier I will be. The instant I form the thought I feel guilty. These people are, for the most part, here because my family matters to them. I should not be so ungrateful. I should not resent their presence. And yet, looking at such a quantity of glamorously turned-out men and women, who are at this moment busy helping themselves to a glass of this or a bite of that, it is hard to see them as genuinely sympathetic mourners, and easier to see them as partygoers, here to see and be seen, to show off their finery, to engage in tiresome oneupmanship or gossip.


I am spared pondering the matter further by the arrival of the earl of Winchester, Louis’s father. As always his presence unsettles me. I know that he will be watching me closely, and that if he can find a way to remove me from my inherited place in the coven and put Louis in my stead, he will do so. Having me marry his son is surely the easiest path to power.


‘My condolences, Lilith,’ he says. ‘Your father was a great man. His loss will be keenly felt by many.’


‘Lord Harcourt.’ As always with Louis’s father, I find I am on my guard. Will this continue, I wonder, when I become his daughter-in-law?


‘You have been left a very special legacy. Rest assured, should you find your inheritance . . . burdensome . . . there are those who would be only too happy to relieve you of it.’


‘And you would no doubt count yourself among them.’


‘Each of us must play to our own strengths, don’t you think?’


‘I have no intention of playing at anything. Now, if you’ll excuse me . . .’ I turn on my heel and walk briskly from the room. I will not, must not, let him see how anxious I am about taking up my father’s position in the coven. Any sign of weakness would be seized upon. I can never afford to give him the slightest cause to claim I am not up to the task. Never. One day he and I will be of the same family, a family of which he is the head, but even then I will remain his superior in the coven. He makes no secret of how uneasily this sits with him. I will not allow him to bully me into deferring to him where coven matters are concerned, however much deference I will be required to show him in society.


It is a blessing to see my dear friend Charlotte Pilkington-Adams stepping lightly into the room. Dressed as always in the very latest fashion she somehow succeeds in making even funereal attire look becoming. The fabric of her gown is not the heavy crape Mama insisted we both clad ourselves in, but the lightest devore velvet, the cut of which allows her to move freely, while still softly enhancing her youthful curves. Though the outfit must be uncomfortably warm, she gives no outward sign of suffering any discomfort at all. Her abundant blonde curls are pinned decorously beneath her hat, but still manage to peep out attractively. Charlotte’s pretty face lights up at the sight of me, so that she has to quell her natural exuberance in order not to seem too cheerful for the occasion.


‘Darling Lilith.’ We exchange kisses. ‘Such a horridly difficult day for you, and yet you look wonderful.’


‘And you are a very welcome drop of sunshine, Charlotte. Thank you for coming.’


‘Have you been endlessly cornered by bores? I would have rescued you sooner, but there is such a crush at your front door I could scarce get in.’


‘We’ve never been so popular. Funerals hold a morbid fascination for some, I suppose. And an opportunity to gossip.’


‘Your father was greatly admired. And people want to support you. Is there anything I can do?’ She takes my hands in her own. ‘You must be utterly exhausted.’


‘You can keep the countess of Framley away from me. She’s bound to make cutting remarks about Father not being laid to rest in a mausoleum.’


‘I should have thought that was his business and nobody else’s. Silly old bat. Fear not, I shall keep a beady eye on her and intercept if she comes near. I notice Louis is here looking delicious as ever.’


‘Try to resist nibbling him,’ I tell her. ‘Cook has gone to some trouble to provide canapés and suchlike.’


‘Don’t I know it! How is a girl supposed to keep her figure when you tempt us with such sinful treats?’ She underlines her point by snatching up a tiny smoked-salmon mousse en croute from a passing silver tray. ‘In any case,’ she goes on, ‘I wouldn’t dream of coming between the two of you. The most glamorous couple in London. How you do tease, keeping us all waiting for a wedding date.’


‘You’ll have to suffer for a while yet, Charlotte. I’m not going to be rushed into anything.’


‘Hardly rushed. You’ve been engaged forever.’


‘We’ve been engaged for precisely a year. And now I am in mourning. I couldn’t possibly start organizing a wedding. Even Mama would stop me, and you know how keen she is to see me settled as Viscountess Harcourt.’


‘As long as you’re not planning to run off and join the movement for women’s votes or something so energetically modern.’ She sighs. ‘I suppose you’re right. I simply thought it would be such a lovely cheerful thing for you to have to think about, after these terrible few months. You will find yourself at something of a loose end now.’


I have to remind myself often that dear, sweet Charlotte, whose friendship I value so highly, knows nothing of the Lazarus Coven, nothing of my own new role within it, nothing, in short, of the fact that her best friend is a witch. She has no idea what demands there will be upon my time and my thoughts now. She sees me as a young woman who wants nothing more than to be a bride and has no obligations other than those to her fiancé. How far that is from the truth. But I can never tell her. Just as I can never tell Mama. Must I always keep secrets from people I care for? Must I always hide the greater part of myself?


It is late in the evening by the time the last of the guests leave. Mama has already retired to bed. Freddie slipped away some hours earlier, to heaven knows where, to do heaven knows what. At last, with a slow summer dusk descending, I am free to climb the broad staircase to the sanctuary of my own room. I find my darling black cat, Iago, stretched out upon my bed.


‘So this is where you’ve been hiding.’ I smile as I stroke his silky fur. The cat stretches farther, making himself an impossibly long and slender shape on the white bedspread. I lean down and kiss his sleek, black head, causing him to set up a rumbling purr. ‘You will miss Father, too, won’t you, my little friend?’ By way of an answer he gently nudges at my hand, his whiskers tickling my palm. I clearly recall the day, more than a decade ago, when my father presented me with him. He was not a kitten, but a young cat, not yet properly grown, thin and soft as a velvet scarf. The intense blackness of his fur the perfect foil for his vivid green eyes.


‘Oh, Papa! He is splendid!’ I cried, taking the cat from him at once. ‘And his eyes are nearly the same colour as my own.’


‘His name is Iago,’ Father told me. ‘So that you will always remember that no one, however handsome, however clever, is to be trusted entirely.’


I was familiar with Shakespeare’s tale of jealousy and betrayal. The cunning character of Iago and his slippery treachery were etched into my young mind.


‘But I trust you, Papa.’


‘A child is obliged to trust a parent. It is different when you have choice in the matter. Then it is up to your judgment.’


It had seemed a curious thing to say, but then I was only a girl, how could I have understood? Now, now I understand very well. Indeed, the Lazarus creed has enforced the lesson daily since I turned thirteen. Faith in Silence. If you do not speak your secrets aloud, others will not have the chance to betray you with them. Keep the faith, and keep silent. It is what I have been trained to do all this time. It is something I am unlikely ever to forget.


Although my father had subtly and gently been preparing me to take over the role of Head Witch ever since I was born, it was only once I had been inducted into the coven that my instruction began in earnest. These sessions always took place at nighttime. Withers, though not a witch himself, was always complicit and helped make sure my absence from the house was not detected. Later, when I was old enough to warrant my own lady’s maid, Father found Violet for me. It has been such a boon, all these years, to have someone in my everyday life who knows about the existence of the coven, and of my place within it. We attend coven meetings together, and if I need to go out on coven business I am accompanied by Violet. This system has served us well over the years. Were I to venture out unchaperoned, eyebrows would be raised and questions asked, not least by Mama. Fortunately, my mother is a sound sleeper, so that all those secret hours spent in the company of my Lazarus tutors went unnoticed by her, even if she did have cause, from time to time, to comment on my apparent tiredness, or the dark circles beneath my eyes.


However much I disliked the subterfuge involved, how I revelled in those hours I spent learning to become a fully-fledged Lazarus witch! It is our custom that several members of the coven should undertake to instruct a young witch. Some will have only a small part to play. This was the case with dear Lord Grimes, who introduced me to the ceremonial duties that are expected of a Head Witch. His role as Master of the Chalice is a sombre and important one, but he is such a sweet man, and took such pains to make sure I was neither bored nor confused, that I quickly grasped the formal elements of my future role. There were others who listened to me recite the creeds and incantations, and still others who had me sing until I was word perfect with our songs of celebration and thanksgiving. Most of my tutoring fell to two people, and the first of these was, naturally, Father, who spent long hours hearing my defense of the functions and duties of the Lazarus Coven, challenging my assumptions, truly making me think hard about what was expected of me.


How often Father reminded me that it was all to ensure I was properly prepared to take over from him one day. And now that moment has come, and the Lazarus Coven is in my hands. I sit on the edge of the high bed and reach to the side of the headboard with its carvings of rose-briars, to pull the bell rope. Slipping off my shoes I wriggle my tired toes and sigh with relief that the worst part of the terrible day is over. I feel almost overcome with weariness suddenly. I was about to ring for Violet, but instead I decide to have a moment to myself. I feel a small shiver of excitement as I step over to the far wall and slide the little oil painting to one side to reveal the safe. I close my eyes and let my fingers spin the lock, muttering the words that release the combination that guards the precious items within. There is a faint clicking sound and the door springs open. Reaching in to take out the antique green leather case I find myself revived at the very thought of holding the wonderful stones in my hands. I settle at my dressing table and open the box. The Montgomery diamonds have been in the family for generations, and are famous even abroad. My mother wore them when she was first married to my father, but has always considered them too ostentatious. It was Father who suggested they be given to me on my eighteenth birthday. Mama was aghast at the idea to begin with, questioning how an unmarried woman could possibly wear such a necklace in public. But dear Papa, knowing the deeper significance of the gems to us – to me – insisted. He also insisted I be permitted to wear them when I came out into society, and so I have done, at many grand balls. Each time I feel the cool diamonds against my skin I sense a connection with my ancestors. Not merely the aristocratic family of the dukedom of Radnor, but my coven family. For the stones are a central part of the Lazarus Coven, as without them, the Elixir would be powerless. I cannot resist touching them. Their magic is strong. The low light of the bedroom is still sufficient to make them flash blue and green. They are in an unusual arrangement, linked together as if they were a cascading waterfall of ice, each diamond set into a fine holding of pure white platinum, hard and bright. As always, proximity to the stones revives me. Iago, who has little time for the importance of such things, jumps up onto my lap, purring loudly, putting himself firmly and furrily between myself and the object of my interest. The clock chimes the hour.


‘You are right, puss. I must call Violet and get myself ready.’


I put the necklace away, ring for my maid, and take my seat at the dressing table once more. I begin to remove the pins from my hair and am still doing so when Violet arrives on swift, silent feet, hurrying to take over.


‘Please, my lady, let me,’ she says.


I willingly give myself up to my maid’s care. I am certain I would look a fright without her help. My hair can look kempt and presentable, it is so very black and heavy, but only with proper attention and dressing. Left to my own devices, I would wear it in a ropelike plait, nothing more complicated. But certain things are expected of me, and a particular standard of turn out is the least of them. I close my eyes as Violet brushes my hair with long, rhythmic strokes. Is this how Iago feels when I stroke him? It is marvelous to be so comforted by such a simple thing.


‘A sad day, my lady,’ says Violet. ‘And a long one.’


‘Would you tell everyone downstairs how much Mama appreciated all their hard work? She was very pleased; everything ran like clockwork.’


‘Thank you, my lady. I’ll be sure to pass the duchess’s kind words on.’


‘Not the duchess any longer, Violet. Just Lady Annabel now.’


Violet pauses and says, ‘It will all take quite a bit of getting used to.’


Her words end in a sob. Looking in the mirror I see the maid fighting back tears. I forget how much company I have in my grief. Poor Violet. It is small wonder she is so sad. She came to the house as a kitchen maid when she was only eleven, although her age was an estimate, as she was an orphan without a known birthdate. I always liked her. We are close in age, but, more than that, we share the coven as our family. She arrived at Fitzroy Square an orphan, and Father must have seen that there was something different about her. Something that was receptive to magic. With foresight typical of him, he encouraged the friendship between us. More than once Mama protested when she found Violet in the nursery with Freddie and me, but Father insisted we were helping train her as a maid. How much harder my duplicitous existence would have been, and would still be, without Violet.


When I became old enough to have a lady’s maid of my own I requested her. We are as close as servant and mistress can be, and I know how much she had cared for my father. It is a measure of this closeness that I continue to call her by her first name, rather than her surname, as etiquette would normally require in the case of a lady’s maid. I reach up and pat Violet’s hand. In the silver-framed mirror in front of us, our eyes meet in the reflection. She has a pretty face, open and curious, with wide brown eyes and hair that curls of its own accord.


‘Courage, Violet. You of all people know that he is not completely lost to us.’


Violet nods tearfully and musters a brave smile.


‘Take no notice of me, my lady,’ she says, busying herself with putting away the silver brush and tidying the hairpins. I know her well enough to understand that further sympathetic words will only bring on more tears.


I stand up so that she can unbutton my gown. The stiff silk is wearisomely heavy and I will be glad to be free of it. With the long row of buttons at the back unhooked, I am at last able to slip it forward over my shoulders and step out of it. Next Violet unties the laces of my corset. I am naturally slim, and have a long, slender waist, but fashion demands my stays be worn fiercely tight even so. It is a blessed relief to have them undone after such a long day. With the corset removed, I can step from my underskirt, and then pull my thin silk chemise over my head. I sit once more to tug off my stockings. My cotton petticoat feels wonderfully light and allows the gentle breeze of night air from the open window to refresh my skin. I hold up my arms so that Violet can help me into my crisp white nightdress, which I tie loosely at the neck. When I glance at the blackened pane between the undrawn curtains my own pale reflection gazes back


‘Come,’ I say to Violet, ‘it is properly dark now. We must go.’


‘Yes, my lady.’ She fetches my velvet cape, helping me to drape it around my shoulders and fasten it with its elaborate gold clasp.


‘Such a lovely green,’ she says.


‘Dark as a pine forest, shimmering as a dragonfly’s wing.’ I quote the words my father spoke on the day I first wore my witch’s cloak. The night of my thirteenth birthday when I was initiated into the Lazarus Coven and my life changed forever.


Followed closely by Iago, we leave the bedroom, walk the length of the first floor hallway and use a door at the far end which leads on to a steep wooden staircase. These stairs, though plain and worn, are not for servants or tradesmen, but for the sole use of the family of the house to gain direct, and discreet, access to the garden from the bedrooms. The narrow door at the bottom gives onto the lawns. Outside, night has fallen, still and warm after the sweltering day, and muted sounds of the bustle of the city beyond the high garden walls can be heard. A clear moon glows against the blue-black of the sky. I walk quickly down the little gravel path, Violet following briskly behind, on a short journey we have made together over the years hundreds of times.


We traverse the lower part of the grounds, which are mostly lawns and shrubs with lovingly tended rose beds. A short flight of steps takes us up to the terrace, which is shaded and sheltered by small fruit, walnut and magnolia trees. To the left of these stands the white-painted wooden summer house, with its pretty curved eaves and verandah. Iago knows precisely where we are going and bounds ahead to wait at the door. I take a key from the pocket of my cape and turn the lock. The interior of the summer house is just as might be expected, with striped deck chairs leaning against the walls, a folded parasol waiting in a corner, two trestle tables and a croquet set, all slightly worn and a touch shabby from many hours of use. This summer house, however, differs from its many cousins in one small detail. On the far wall, carefully designed to look like part of the weatherboard construction of the building, there is another door. I take a second key from my pocket and unlock this one. We slip through it, the cat darting ahead. I pause to make sure it is locked again behind us.


We stand for a moment in the almost total blackness of the space we have just entered. No city noises reach us here. I compose myself, taking a deep, sustaining breath, inhaling the faintly musty smell of the stairwell, feeling the cool air of it upon my face. I close my eyes, as I know Violet will be doing. It would not be seemly to rush the transition from the Outerworld to a place that is consecrated and sacred to the coven. A minute’s reflection, a moment of stillness, a chance to master a racing heart, calm a ragged breath, or quiet a noisome mind. These are habits born of years of listening and watching, of learning and growing, of becoming a true and loyal member of the coven of Lazarus.


And the nearer I draw to the heart of our coven, the more at home I feel. How could I ever explain such a thing to one who has never experienced the joy of being a born witch? What would dear Charlotte make of it? Would she think me a monster?


When I open my eyes they have adjusted to the gloom, so that different levels of darkness present themselves. There is a faint line of paler darkness, from the windows of the summer house seeping in from around the door behind us. There is a chink of moonlight dropping from a tiny fissure in the stone roof above. And there is the coal black of the descent in front of us. Although I am familiar with every stair, every twist and turn, every uneven convolution of the descending steps, I will not venture farther without light. This is my sanctum. My coven. Mine. I will never approach cloaked in the dark. I will always, now, arrive in a glow of warm light. For the Head Witch of the Lazarus Coven is the bridge between day and night, between outer and inner, between life and death. Here, from this day on, I stand for the pulse of the living, even when I walk among the dead. I must always move in light, or risk being lost to the other side before my time.


‘Light!’ My voice echoes off the cold walls. ‘Light now!’


A short whooshing sound accompanies the flames which spring to life ahead of us. Heavy iron sconces hold thick torches at regular intervals along our route, all now burning brightly, flickering in the eddying air of the underground passage, casting dancing shadows all around. We move forward and downward, one hand holding up our hems, the other sliding lightly down the wall. There is no rail or rope to hold on to, but the damp stones beneath our fingers add at least the illusion of support during our steep descent. The staircase doubles back beneath the garden until we come to a long, low-ceilinged room which is directly under the house. Here the grimness of the stairwell is replaced by a certain amount of comfort. Thick rugs cover the floor, and maps and paintings relieve the dull grey of the stone walls. Around the room are low wooden benches with padded seats, as if in a somewhat expensively decorated waiting room, for indeed that is the function of the space. This antechamber is a place for gathering, for assembling, for collecting, before being admitted farther into the coven’s sacred place of worship. There are several doors in each wall. Some, as in the case of the one I have just closed behind me, conceal staircases. One other – a grand double door, ornately embellished with an enormous green dragonfly, its body brightly enamelled, its wings constructed from layers of finest spun silver – is the entrance to the main hall. A second, in a wall by itself, stands beneath a low lintel, solid and fortified with iron studs and wide strap hinges. Iago has sprinted down the stairs and now sits on a bench, idly washing his paws.


I turn to my maid and take her hands. ‘Wait here for me.’


‘Are you sure, my lady?’


‘I am sure.’


‘Then I will stay behind. But, if you need me . . .’


‘. . . I will call you.’


Violet nods and gives a small smile of encouragement. I am not sure why I should feel so nervous. Is it excitement? No, something more. Fear, perhaps? I choose not to believe that. In truth, what is there to be frightened of? I have been preparing for this moment for so long. Father prepared me. I must believe I am ready. I summon my courage and move swiftly across the floor to place my palm against the low door.


‘Open,’ I command, and the door swings slowly on its heavy hinges. I step inside. As I pass them, torches burst into flame, until at last the passageway broadens and I am standing in the wide and ancient space where the bodies of my forebears truly lie: the Montgomery catacombs. And there, in the centre of the stone tiled floor, a tired smile playing on his dear, familiar face, his hands outstretched in greeting, stands my father.


Bram is not expected at Richard Mangan’s house until nine o’clock, so he finds a table in a small restaurant in Marylebone. While he waits for his meal he takes out the sketches he made at the cemetery and pores over them, subjecting them to the scrutiny of his very harshest critic – himself.


Such poor imitations of what I saw. The strength and dignity of those mourners, that light . . . it is here and yet not. No. No. Wait, perhaps in this one? Yes! It is there. The spark of something. I must work on with this. Colour. Colour will bring it alive.


His food arrives and he reluctantly clears space on the table.


Am I wrong to believe I can do this? Will my new mentor assist me in revealing my talent, or will he simply reveal me to be a fraud?


He dines on what he fears might be his last steak for a considerable time, allowing for the little money he has brought with him, and then completes his journey to the address in Bloomsbury where the sculptor and his family live. He has been cautioned to expect, as Mangan had put it, ‘a fair amount of lassitude given and advantage taken where behaviour, be it by adults or children, is concerned’, along with the warning that neither his wife nor his mistress see the value in housework. As they keep no servants – a result of both principle and thrift – this, he has been told, leads to a degree of ‘dishevelment’ in the house hold.


He finds the street without difficulty. It is at the very limit of the district, where smart, stucco-fronted houses give way to less grand constructions of London brick. At first glance, the house itself looks reasonably kempt. There is no front garden, just a few stone steps up to the door. The woodwork paint is peeling in places, but the building seems solid enough, and there are gaily patterned curtains at the open windows. The day is fading into twilight, and what appears to be oil lamps give a welcoming glow from the rooms at the front of the house. From these same rooms come sounds of music and shouting, so that Bram assumes some sort of party is in progress. He knocks on the door, and not surprisingly, it goes unanswered, so, finding it unlocked, he lets himself in.


Despite what he has been told, nothing could have prepared him for the mayhem which he finds inside. The air is thick with the smell of oil paint and turpentine, so strong it catches at the back of Bram’s throat. The hallway itself has no lights, but is lit only by what lamplight falls through the doorways off it, or through what appears to be a large hole in the rear wall. There are pictures and mirrors aplenty, but no furniture, not a chair or a table, and nothing by way of hooks on which to hang a coat or hat. There are half-finished paintings propped against every wall, and wrapped lumps of stone, or smaller clay maquettes taking up space. The floor is of bare wood, which makes an excellent surface on which to ride bicycles, as three or possibly four (they move too quickly to tell) small children are demonstrating. Their shrieks of glee accompany some vigorous work on a piano in one of the adjoining rooms and the barking of a large, hairy, excitable, but mercifully friendly hound, which bounds about Bram as he attempts to set down his luggage.


A rosy-cheeked woman, who carries more weight than is flattering, appears in pursuit of two of the smaller children.


‘Twins! Twins!’ she calls after them as they speed away on a shared tricycle. ‘I have filled a bath for you. Come along now, do. We mustn’t waste the hot water. Whatever would Pa say?’


The children seem not to care, but only pedal faster and giggle louder.


‘Twins!’ the woman wails at them as they disappear through the hole in the back wall and out, as far as Bram can tell, into the darkening garden. Noticing him at last, the woman brightens. ‘Oh! Are you he? The artist, is it you?’


‘Well, yes, I am. It is.’ Bram snatches his hat from his head and is about to introduce himself properly but the woman spins on her heel and yells up the stairwell.


‘Gudrun! Gudrun, he’s here. Will you tell Perry? Gudrun, where are you?’ she cries, chasing her words up the stairs.


Bram waits awkwardly in the hall while further chaos swirls around him. More children tear in one door and out of another. The dog decides they are more fun than he is and gives chase. Bram can hear raised adult voices on the floor above. A boy with startling red hair, aged about seven Bram guesses, comes to stand next to him. He stares up with a pale, serious face.


‘Pa’s gone out,’ he says.


‘Oh, I see. Was that your mother? Mrs Mangan?’


‘No, and yes,’ says the boy. ‘She’s not my mother. She is Mrs Mangan.’


‘Ah.’


‘My name’s Freedom,’ the boy tells him, and then points at various darting figures. ‘That’s Honesty, Truth, and Purity. Those are the twins. Their names are Leo and Vincent, but mostly we just call them the twins.’


‘I’m Bram. Bram Cardale. I’ve come to stay here. I’m a painter.’


The boy receives this information without a flicker of interest. How many like me has he seen come and go, Bram wonders.


How many hopefuls with their fragile talent and bright ambition?


‘Do you know when your father is expected home?’ he asks.


The boy shrugs.


‘Who can ever know for certain what Mangan will do?’ says a voice on the stairs. A woman comes down, her hair the exact colour and texture of the boy’s, but worn long, loose and flowing about her shoulders. She is very tall and very beautiful, and her accent gives away German origins. Her skirt is loose and covered in paint, and the shape of her blouse suggests the absence of any sort of corset. She moves with fluid, graceful strides. ‘Mangan will do whatever Mangan wants to do whenever Mangan pleases,’ she says, coming to stand in front of Bram.


Now that she is close to him he can see there is oil paint on her face, too. She takes a slim cheroot from a silver case and puts it in her mouth.


‘Have you a light?’ she asks.


‘I’m afraid I don’t smoke.’


‘Pity.’ She looks him up and down slowly. ‘Are you as strong as you look?’


Somewhat taken aback Bram says, ‘That’s a difficult question to answer. How strong do you think I look?’


‘Quite. Though you are pretty, too. Or you would be, if you weren’t wearing those terrible clothes.’ She makes a despairing gesture at his outfit. ‘If you keep all those buttons done up in this heat you will surely die, Artist. Do you wish to die young?’


Bram does not know which slight, comment, or question to respond to first. Before he can think of a suitable response the apparition turns and calls up the stairs in her slow, deep voice. ‘Perry. Come down and meet our new pet artist.’


Bram isn’t sure he likes being described in such a way and thinks he has never met anyone so strange.


But then, he reminds himself, this is London. This is an artist’s home. People do things differently here. I must embrace such freedom, not shy away from it.


Recalling reports of Mangan’s private life, he takes the woman to be his famous mistress from Berlin, a successful painter in her own right. The smaller, plumper one, the boy has confirmed as the sculptor’s wife. Freedom is clearly the mistress’s child. As he hasn’t noticed the vivid red hair on any of the others he assumes them to be Mangan’s legitimate children.


Mrs Mangan descends the stairs rather breathlessly, followed by a somewhat skinny young man with a kind face and sandy hair.


‘Gudrun, there you are. Perry, you don’t need a muffler, dear, it’s such a warm night.’ She unwinds the scarf from around the young man’s neck and pushes him gently toward the door. ‘Now hurry along, do, all of you. There’s not a moment to lose.’


Bram finds himself being steered out of the house.


‘Where are we going?’ he asks, his feet not yet recovered from all the walking he has done, and feeling his arrival has somehow not received the reaction he was hoping for.


Gudrun dips her hand into Perry’s inside jacket pocket and removes a lighter. She lights her cheroot and replaces the lighter, letting her hand rest a moment on the lapel of the jacket as she does so. It is a small gesture, but one that strikes Bram as intensely intimate. All the more so because the young man does not take the slightest notice of her doing it. She inhales deeply, leaving her friend to answer Bram’s question.


‘Jane wants us to retrieve Mangan,’ he explains.


‘Fetch!’ says Gudrun through whirls of smoke. ‘Like we are the good little dogs.’


‘He went off in a frightful tizz, determined he was going to Mr Chow Li’s place.’


‘Mr Chow Li?’


Perry’s legs are fractionally shorter than those of Gudrun and Bram, so that he has to scamper to keep up.


‘He has an opium den. It’s quite famous, you know. Down by the river.’


‘Wouldn’t it be quicker to take a cab?’ Bram suggests.


Gudrun looks at him keenly.


‘Are you rich, Artist?’


‘No, I’m not.’


‘Then keep your money. You’ll need it.’


Perry laughs. ‘She’s right. We’ve never a shilling between us, any of us. It’s not that far to walk, really.’ Remembering his manners, as if they were some unpracticed skill, he sticks out his hand. ‘I’m Peregrine Smith, Mangan’s assistant. Call me Perry, everyone does.’


‘That’s what you think,’ says Gudrun cryptically.


‘Bram Cardale.’ He shakes his hand. ‘Does he let you help? Really? With his sculptures, I mean?’


‘Oh.’ Perry colours. ‘Hardly. I just help with . . . you know . . . things. Make myself useful. But I do dabble a bit. When I have time. Nothing in the same league as Mangan, goes without saying . . .’


‘Then why bother saying it?’ Gudrun lengthens her stride and puts some distance between herself and the men.


‘Is she always this . . . difficult?’ Bram asks.


‘Oh no,’ says Perry, ‘sometimes she’s much worse.’


They laugh, and then fall to silence as they make their way through the teeming streets. They quickly leave the more salubrious area of the city and begin to wind between narrow rows of dingy little houses. The roads are, in many cases, nothing more than alleyways, and soon the summer stink of the river water drifts up from the Thames, guiding them toward Mr Chow Li’s dwelling.




3.


I have to resist the near overwhelming desire to throw myself into my father’s arms. I know, of course, that he is walking in spirit, that his body lies in the gleaming coffin newly placed among our ancestors behind him, and that, however heartfelt his gesture, he cannot embrace me. I am not, as many others would have been, in the least bit alarmed or afraid to see my father’s ghostly form standing in front of me. I understand the dangers and the benefits of calling on the dead to aid magic and to divine the future. It has always brought me great comfort to know my loved ones are reachable in this way, if they themselves are willing to be called. Even so, I have to prepare myself for the fact that I will miss Papa’s physical embrace, and that it will take time to adjust to his nonmaterial presence. Standing here with him now I remember the first time I was called upon to fully summon a spirit on my own. It was a thrilling moment. The first time I not only heard but saw someone from the Land of Night. Saw them take shape in front of me. Watched them walk toward me. Spoke with them. Listened to them. All the time knowing they were there because I was a necromancer, and they had answered my call.


It is not a skill that comes to anyone on the first time of trying.


For weeks, Louis and I had been charged with perfecting the art of calling spirits to speak with us, without asking them to show themselves. As ever, Louis was bored with the mundane business of repetition and practice, and eager to move on to what he saw as necromancy proper.


‘I mean to say, Lily, how many times are we expected to do this? I can call the voices at the drop of a hat. Your father knows that. So does Lord Grimes, and Druscilla. It’s a waste of time, doing it again and again.’ He paced the floor of the antechamber restlessly.


My other teacher, to whom I owe any skill with magic that I might lay claim to at all, is the eldest senior witch of our coven, Druscilla Larkspur. Druscilla is a woman who has magic at the core of her bones. To stand next to her is to feel it. I wonder that non-witches are not disconcerted by the force that emanates from her, for they can have no understanding of what it is that makes her eyes shine and her skin glow, even though she has at the very least passed her ninetieth year. True, she looks in all other respects like an elderly woman, if rather tall and surprisingly straight backed, and though she carries a walking stick she appears never to need to trust any weight to it. She is very thin, and her face shows the struggles and cares that have afflicted her through life. Yet there is such a strength about her. She was a patient teacher, but loathed laziness, and would suffer neither pride nor false modesty in her students, so that each of us trod a fine line if we were not to incur her displeasure. She often conducted her sessions in total darkness, which was a test in itself.


I smiled at Louis. ‘Druscilla says practice is never a waste of time, not if you are striving for perfection.’


‘I don’t think it’s something one can be perfect at. It’s not as if the spirits are all orderly, organized beings who do what they are told . . .’


‘You are not supposed to tell them anything, not when you are calling . . .’


A noise from the doorway to the catacombs made us both jump. We turned to find Father standing there, wearing an expression of barely contained irritation.


‘I am glad to hear you have learned that much from your studies at least, Lilith,’ he said.


Somewhat stung, I answered, ‘I do my best, Papa.’


‘I hope so. Let’s hear it, then. Let’s see how much you both know, if you are so very expert.’ He spat out the final word, pointedly directing it at Louis. ‘Which of you can tell me the difference between “calling” and “summoning”?’


To his credit, Louis responded without a trace of rancour in his voice.


‘A called spirit is requested to attend, invited to step into the Land of Day and commune with the living. A summoned spirit has no choice. If the necromancer is skilful, whoever he summons must at the very least speak with him. At best he must show himself, too, whether he wants to or not.’


‘And if the necromancer is lacking in skill? What might be the outcome then?’


‘That would depend,’ said Louis, ignoring the intended slight, ‘on what sort of spirit was being summoned. If it is a Gentle Spirit, merely . . . reluctant, it might happen that no connection is made. If, however, it is a Dark Spirit, and vehemently resists the control of the necromancer, well, it might . . . cause difficulties.’


My father raised his eyebrows eloquently.


‘I mean to say,’ Louis pressed on, ‘the spirit might exert its own will upon the necromancer, or the gathering. He might cause harm.’ Even Louis could hear the inadequacy of his response. He fell silent.


Father walked into the room, pacing slowly as he spoke.


‘A Dark Spirit incompetently summoned can wreak havoc. He can inflict actual pain and injury upon not only the inadequate necromancer, but also anyone present. More than this, he may refuse to return to the Land of Night and set out on a haunting. This coven can only exist so long as its code of secrecy is observed.’ He stopped close to Louis and looked at him sternly. ‘How long do you imagine that could continue if recklessness allowed spirits to flit hither and yon, terrifying people and muttering about being risen from the dead by members of the aristocracy?’


Louis opened his mouth to speak, but my father raised his hand to silence him.


‘What is more,’ he went on, ‘you have not touched upon the other very real danger attendant on inexpertly performed summonings.’ He turned to me. ‘Well, Lilith, can you enlighten us?’


‘Yes, Papa. The gravest outcome would be that a being from the Darkness would take advantage of the rupture brought about by the summoning . . .’


‘The rupture in . . . ?’


‘. . . in the Rubicon. That is, in the divide between the Land of Night, where the deceased dwell, and the Land of Day, where the living tread the earth. The Darkness, as we know, contains those souls who are not fit to inhabit either of the other realms.’


‘Such as?’


‘Such as demons, warlocks, poltergeists, and many other creatures, most not human.’


‘So, Louis.’ My father sat on one of the tapestry-padded benches that ran along the wall of the antechamber. His momentary anger had passed, and he looked at Louis with a face that was stern but kind. ‘Would we want those sorts of beings abroad in the Land of Day, do you suppose?’


‘No, sir. No, we would not.’


Father nodded. ‘And if you had any idea of how difficult it can be to retrieve a demon once he has escaped it might give you pause. You are both born witches, so have had the advantage of growing up in families who have understood and nurtured your birthright to belong to the coven and learn our spellcraft. But Lazarus witches are set apart, in that their main function is necromancy. Working with spirits from the Land of Night is a skill that must be learned. And learned well. Never forget that.’ He paused, studying our faces and then suddenly slapped his knees with his palms and made his tone lighter. ‘Now, children, indulge your tutor. Give me the Lazarus creed, if you please. Loud enough to show you mean it, but without shouting, if you can manage that.’


Louis and I exchanged brief grins. The scolding was over. Together we recited:




‘Faith in Silence:


To Protect the Great Secret,


To Preserve it for those yet to come,


To Honor those who have gone before us,


To Spare the innocent.’





He nodded, and I swear I saw a smile tugging at the corners of his mouth, his eyes crinkling just the tiniest bit.


‘Very good. Well now, let’s not keep Druscilla waiting any longer. I believe she is hoping you will both succeed in fully summoning a spirit without any of the mishaps you are so clearly well-versed in. Go on, she’s an old lady. Her time is more precious than most,’ he said, waving us toward the Great Chamber.
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