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Enter the SF Gateway …


In the last years of the twentieth century (as Wells might have put it), Gollancz, Britain’s oldest and most distinguished science fiction imprint, created the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series. Dedicated to re-publishing the English language’s finest works of SF and Fantasy, most of which were languishing out of print at the time, they were – and remain – landmark lists, consummately fulfilling the original mission statement:




‘SF MASTERWORKS is a library of the greatest SF ever written, chosen with the help of today’s leading SF writers and editors. These books show that genuinely innovative SF is as exciting today as when it was first written.’





Now, as we move inexorably into the twenty-first century, we are delighted to be widening our remit even more. The realities of commercial publishing are such that vast troves of classic SF & Fantasy are almost certainly destined never again to see print. Until very recently, this meant that anyone interested in reading any of these books would have been confined to scouring second-hand bookshops. The advent of digital publishing has changed that paradigm for ever.


The technology now exists to enable us to make available, for the first time, the entire backlists of an incredibly wide range of classic and modern SF and fantasy authors. Our plan is, at its simplest, to use this technology to build on the success of the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series and to go even further.


Welcome to the new home of Science Fiction & Fantasy. Welcome to the most comprehensive electronic library of classic SFF titles ever assembled.


Welcome to the SF Gateway.
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ONE


London, England, 1908


I’VE learned two things fencing with Monsieur Giroux: go immediately for the kill and never let your guard down.


Today, I am failing miserably on both counts.


I tighten my grip on my foil sword and lunge, my black skirt swishing against my knees. Monsieur Giroux retreats, and before I can advance on him again, he lunges. The blunt tip of his foil touches the red appliqué heart sewn onto the chest of my blouse, and I let out my breath in a rush.


“Touché,” he says and pulls his mesh mask off. I do the same, and I feel my hair tumble down my back. He eyes me appraisingly, his slim mustache twitching. “You are distracted, Miss Sinclair.”


I glance at my sword, chagrined. “My apologies, Monsieur.”


“Always, your mind must be on the match at hand. If I retreat, you must already be advancing. If I advance, you must already be retreating. Yes?”


“Yes, Monsieur,” I say, but I can already feel my mind slipping away again—far away from the polished marble floors beneath our feet and the tall columns around us. The sunlight spills in from the wall of windows, splashing onto my white sleeves. Energy swells within me, its golden warmth spreading all the way to my fingertips.


I drag my attention back to Monsieur Giroux, who is now scowling. “Your apology is meaningless if you do not correct the behavior,” he says. “Ready?”


I pull my mask back down over my face and nod. “Ready.”


“En garde,” he calls, and we both sink into our defensive stances: knees bent, right foot forward, left foot back.


I advance, leading with my right foot, gliding across the floor. It is not enough. He lunges, landing the tip of his foil in the middle of my chest.


“Touché.” This time he rips off his mask. “I would not be upset if I hadn’t seen you do far better.”


“Then perhaps I could be of assistance.”


I freeze at the sound of the painfully familiar voice. We both turn.


Monsieur Giroux’s pinched mouth spreads into a smile, but I am left standing rather dumbly, my heart pounding.


“Monsieur Thornewood,” Monsieur Giroux says. “How good it is to see you.”


They clasp hands, Monsieur much happier now that his favorite pupil has arrived.


“Hello, James,” I force myself to say. I should have known he’d come to town for my debut ball. Memories of the last time I was with him threaten to overwhelm me: the feel of his lips on mine, the strength of his arms around me, the pain that sliced through me when he said he had no interest in me romantically.


“Hello, Luce.” His gaze meets mine, and I give in to a compulsive urge to smooth the skirt of my fencing uniform. “It’s so good to see you.”


His dark hair is mussed as though he has just been for a drive, and his grin is as boyish and charming as ever. A flush creeps up my neck. Last I’d seen him, I’d been a smitten sixteen-year-old girl.


“To what do we owe the pleasure of your company?” Monsieur Giroux asks, dragging my attention back to the present.


“My brother has sent me on an errand—as usual,” he says, “though this is one I was quite happy to do.” He pulls out a polished wooden box he had tucked under his arm. He opens it to reveal two daggers nestled on a bed of black velvet. “He has asked that I school you in self-defense, Lucy, and since you can’t very well walk around town carrying a sword, a dagger is the best way to go about it.”


The challenge of learning a new weapon is admittedly appealing, but I cannot think of a more uncomfortable situation than having James teach me. As merely standing in the same room with James has me blushing, I can’t imagine how my body will betray me when he is instructing me.


“An excellent idea,” Monsieur says before turning to me. “Perhaps a little practice with something that can actually maim you might finally capture your attention.”


“Daydreaming again?” James asks.


His eyes are warm with his teasing, and I dart my gaze away. I focus on the contents of the box instead. The hilt of one dagger is encrusted with a smattering of jewels—small diamonds and an emerald the size of a marble. The other is much plainer, but still lovely, with a filigree pattern tooled into the blade. “The daggers are quite … beautiful,” I say hesitantly, “but why did he ask you, James? Surely that is insulting to Monsieur Giroux.”


Monsieur snorts. “I should say not. I despise short blades. They lack the graceful dance of swordplay.” He points to the foil sword still in my hand. “If you will kindly hand that over, I will put it where it belongs. And Mademoiselle Sinclair,” he says after I’ve handed over the sword, “I will expect you to be fully present and prepared when next we meet.”


“Yes, of course, Monsieur,” I say, vowing to myself that I will be. Ordinarily I am eager to fence—the movements remind me of dancing, and I do so love to dance—but today it seems I have no control over my mind. “I apologize again for my distraction.”


“Very good, then. Monsieur Thornewood, be sure to come fence while you are in town. You and Mademoiselle Sinclair always did make excellent partners.”


“I’ll be sure to make the effort,” James says with a smile that I struggle to return.


Monsieur Giroux nods. “I will plan accordingly then.” With a bow to us both, he says, “Adieu.”


Silence descends upon us the moment Monsieur leaves, and I have to fight the urge to wring my hands. It hadn’t always been this way between us. There was a time when we got along famously. But that was before he returned to Oxford, before I was painfully reminded of just how young and naïve I was. His parting words of two years ago drift through my mind:


I cannot tell you how flattering it is to know you care for me, Lucy, but truly, I don’t deserve your admiration.


A gentle rejection, but a rejection nonetheless.


After a moment or two of silence, James clears his throat. “To answer your earlier question, he asked me because I’m rather good at it.” He hands me the dagger with the emerald on its hilt.


The weight of the dagger is heavier than I anticipated, more substantial than the light, flimsy foil. I touch a finger to its blade and can feel even through my glove how sharp it is. I frown. “Surely this is too dangerous?”


He twirls his own blade in one hand, his familiarity with the weapon evident. “Perhaps, but it’s less dangerous than being caught by a member of the Order of the Eternal Sun with no means of protecting yourself. Colin has decreed you should carry a dagger everywhere with you beginning immediately, which means you don’t have time to practice with training blades.”


I feel the color drain from my face. It’s been three years since the brotherhood had posed a threat to my family; three years since my sister Katherine barely escaped having her power drained. In my mind, I can see Katherine telling us everything she’d learned about them: well-connected men and women who delved in the dark arts, who could take our arcana—the power that is our life’s blood—by force, using it to prolong their lives like their own personal Fountain of Youth.


James steps closer. “Shall I give you a lesson on the basics?” A smile touches his lips.


I hesitate. Find a means to escape, my head tells me, while the rest of me longs to stay. For the truth is, in spite of everything, I’ve rather missed him.


“Very well,” I say, “but only for a little while. My celebratory ball is this evening, after all.”


“Ah, yes. I’m looking forward to it.” James reaches out and adjusts my grip on the dagger, his hand warm on mine. My whole body stills. “Your presentation at court went well, I take it?”


Stop blushing, I tell myself firmly, cursing my fair skin. “Yes, very well.”


“I’m glad to hear it. I would have been there, only … it’s a terribly dull affair,” he says with a wide grin I used to know so well.


I laugh in spite of myself. “I suppose an endless procession of ladies clad all in white may be a tad dull, but I found it exciting to be presented to the king and queen.”


He raises his eyebrows imperiously. “Ah, but if they only knew who they were being presented to, my otherworldly friend, perhaps they would have bowed to you.”


My eyes widen. “Don’t tease me so. What a terrible thought.”


He laughs, obviously delighted at my discomfort. “Very well—enough teasing. Shall we begin?”


“If you insist,” I say, the feel of the dagger in my hand still unfamiliar.


“The most basic thing to learn is that a dagger shouldn’t be used for stabbing—” he pauses to mimic the downward motion. “But rather for slicing across an opponent’s targeted area.” He makes a smooth slicing motion in the air. “Doing so will give you a much greater chance of actually connecting with your opponent and wounding him. I believe a demonstration is in order.”


He sinks into a defensive position, and reluctantly, I mimic him. “Good,” he says with a nod. “I’ll start by showing you everything in slow motion.” He steps forward and arcs the blade just in front of my chest.


Unfamiliar with my short blade, I am at a loss as to how to block his attack. Consequently, I stand rather uselessly as he pretend-slices me with his dagger. “And how am I to stop you?”


“Excellent question,” he says. “That’s where feinting and dodging come in. But first, I want to see you try to attack me.”


I copy his movement, arcing my blade in front of his chest, but he shakes his head. “This isn’t a sword, Luce. You’re much too far away.” He reaches out and pulls me closer. I stiffen.


Again, I arc the blade across his chest, this time only a mere inch away. “Close enough?” My sarcasm earns me an arch of his eyebrow.


“Well done,” he says. “On to feinting and dodging. Feinting is important in confusing your opponent; dodging is necessary to avoid being cut. Try that last move on me again, only faster.”


I frown. “Are you quite sure?”


“Quite.”


I step forward and slice with my blade in one smooth movement. Even so, he dodges away from it, pivoting on his back heel fluidly. I am grudgingly impressed. “Ah, yes,” I say, “I see how that would be better than physically blocking the attack.”


“Are you ready to give it a go?”


“If you swear you won’t wound me. I wouldn’t want blood on my dress later tonight.”


He smiles. “Then you’d better dodge my attack.”


His attack is sudden, but my reflexes are sharp. Despite his speed, I dance agilely out of the way. Again and again we practice our attacks until it begins to resemble true combat. A bead of sweat trails down my spine, my long-sleeved blouse absolutely stifling.


Just when I believe I’ve almost become rather proficient, James feints to the left and immediately attacks to my right. I try to dodge but am not fast enough. But before his dagger can pierce my skin, he spins behind me and pulls me to his chest. It is hard and unyielding against my back, and I let my breath out in a rush. Instantly, I’m transported to the last time his arms were around me, holding me close as he kissed me tenderly.


“You have excellent defenses, Lucy,” he says. “You must learn to use them.”


His natural charm is pulling me in like the moon does the tide, so I do the only thing I can do: retreat. I push away from him harder than I intended to and spin to face him. “Thank you for the lesson today, James,” I say breathlessly—more from my heightened emotions than from physical exertion. “But I really must insist we stop for the day.”


“Of course,” James says. “Please allow me to give you a lift home in my motor car, it will be—”


“No, that won’t be necessary,” I interrupt. “A carriage is already waiting for me.”


He looks a little taken aback, as though surprised by my abrupt tone. Does he even remember the last time we were together? This thought alone embarrasses me more than anything else, and I redouble my efforts to extricate myself from the situation.


“Lucy, I—”


“Thank you again for the lesson,” I say. “I shall see you later this evening.”


I walk away before he can respond and pray that a few hours will be enough time to learn not to be so self-conscious in his presence.


After my mentally and physically draining instruction with James, I collapsed on my bed as soon as I returned to Lord Thornewood’s townhouse.


Now, refreshed and freshly bathed, I can think of no better way to relax than to draw: the soothing sound of a pencil scratching across paper, the lead sliding smoothly across the fibers, the smell of crisp paper. Some people journal with words to help remember events in their lives; I journal with my drawings.


Before I arrived, Colin thoughtfully had an oversized escritoire moved into my room so I could draw in solitude if I so chose. Ordinarily, I enjoy drawing in the presence of my family, but with James possibly roaming the rest of the house, my room seems a much safer choice.


I pull down the writing panel of the desk and spread my big leather-bound sketchbook upon it. I can feel my arcana quivering just beneath the surface of my skin, waiting to be called forth, but I hold back for the moment. I let my mind wander to the night of my debut, to the opulent throne room where I was presented before the king and queen.


My presentation lasted only a few minutes—only a short procession and a few curtsies, really—but I could have wandered around the richly decorated throne room for hours. If I hadn’t been sure the royal guards would forcibly remove me, I would have carefully examined every inch of it.


I think of the intricate details of the room: the leaf filigree upon the molding, the detailed plaster frieze of the War of the Roses bordering the ceiling, the glittering crystal chandeliers. Arcana flows over my hand and down to the paper as I sketch, turning my casual drawings into vivid images. I have a natural affinity for drawing, but it’s my arcana that truly breathes life into my sketches with color more vivid than any paint. The filigree shimmers in its golden hues as though I’d transported a sample of it onto my paper. The soft light of the chandeliers glows from the center of the paper, illuminating the sketch of the plaster frieze—just one piece of the whole that represents the War of the Roses. The throne room is the color of crimson, but strangely, it doesn’t seem garish—only impressive, as I’m sure it’s meant to.


Soon, my muscles relax, and all thoughts of James get pushed to the back of my mind. I draw more and more of the room until the creamy paper is filled with vivid sketches—details of the room, but also random pieces of jewelry I admired, or even an elaborate up-do a countess wore.


When the sketches begin to overlap each other, I turn to a fresh sheet of paper. A smile touches my lips as I think of my grand entrance, even as soft flutters of residual anxiety fill my stomach. I will draw my favorite scene: curtsying before the queen as my family looks on behind me.


But as I set pencil to paper again, a strange compulsion overtakes my hand. No longer do I see the crimson walls, the golden chandeliers, the soaring ceilings of the throne room; instead, my head fills with detailed images of a ruin of stones. My jaw set in determination, I try to wrest control of my thoughts, but the rune remains.


Without conscious decision, my hand returns to the paper and draws the stones exactly as I see them in my mind: gray and pitted by centuries of wind and rain. All rough-hewn edges, they make a crude bridge, though this particular bridge leads to nowhere. They have an almost eerie quality, as though one can sense they are much more than a simple rock formation.


They are, of course. This is the gateway to Sylvania.


Years ago my sister stood in this very spot. Her blood—our blood—had the power to open the portal.


“What are you trying to tell me?” I whisper, though I’m not sure to whom my question is addressed. This isn’t the first time this has happened—where I set out to draw one thing and end up with this rock formation instead.


The stones shimmer before me, and I concentrate harder, blocking out the sensations of my body: the soft rug beneath my feet, the press of the desktop against my arm, the pencil gripped in my fingers.


Flashes of light, so brief it’s hard to believe I see them at all, appear the longer I stare at the stones on my paper. In those flashes are brilliant colors, tempting me to look closer. They seem so much more vibrant than the colors I’m used to; verdant shades of green, reds and blues richer than any gemstone, and silver—silver everywhere.


Another flash, and its brightness burns an image on to the inside of my eyelids: a grand lady, her hair lit up by the sun, her form willowy and regal at once. I hold my breath and hardly dare to blink.


The sound of a door opening near me fractures my concentration, and the vision before me begins to waver.


“Luce?” my sister Wren says from my doorway, and the flashes of color, the regal lady, everything but the stones I have drawn with my own pencil, disappear.


For a moment, I can only sit blinking dumbly at her.


She comes over to my side with a soft rustling of silk. With her hand upon my shoulder, she peers down at my drawing. “The portal? I must say, it’s a lovely rendering, though I’m not sure why you’d feel the urge to draw it.”


I glance up with what I’m sure is a sheepish smile, though I do not find anything but curiosity in her expression. A relief, that, since the portal wasn’t exactly a pleasant memory for my sister. “It was a strange thing—I set out to continue my drawing of my debut, but I was overcome with this … compulsion, I suppose, to draw these stones instead.”


“Very strange indeed,” she says, touching the tip of her finger briefly to the largest stone. “It must be the Sylvan part of us that wants so badly to see our mother’s realm.”


I think of the flashes I saw, the otherworldliness of the colors and images, but something holds my tongue. Did I truly see Sylvania? Or was it simply my artist’s mind bringing to life my sister’s descriptions of it?


“I still dream about it sometimes,” Wren says, her tone turned wistful. “Of the fox and the portal and the brief little glimpses I saw through the runes.” She flashes me a quick smile. “Not all my memories of that time are bad, after all.”


My stomach twists as some of the fear of three years ago resurfaces. I try never to think of her near death at the hands of the brotherhood of men hell-bent on destroying us. Only the knowledge that our secret was still safe allowed me to sleep at night. At least, I’d believed that right up until James had interrupted my fencing instruction today with a dagger. “Wren,” I say hesitantly, “surely if all the members of the Order knew the truth about us, they would have come for us long ago.”


She tilts her head to the side slightly. “I agree, of course, but what makes you say that?”


I retrieve the ornate dagger from its hiding place in my vanity. “James gave me this today—he said Colin asked him to train me in self-defense. Did you know of this?”


She shakes her head. “No, but neither am I surprised. Really, Luce, it isn’t a bad idea. I just hope it wasn’t terribly uncomfortable for you.”


Heat creeps up my neck. My sister knows only part of the truth—that I’d confessed my feelings to James, never that he’d kissed me. “It was rather awkward, I must admit.”


She winces. “Truly? Well, then I’ll have Colin find someone else.”


“Oh, no,” I say, surprising myself, “you don’t have to do that. I must learn to be comfortable around him again. It just all came as a surprise—the idea I might need self-defense against the Order. I suppose I’ve been blindly hoping we would never face such danger again. It’s been three years, after all.”


She gives me a small smile. “Something I’ve tried many times to remind Colin of. Still, he remains suspicious. I’m afraid he may become rather overbearing during the course of the season. You wouldn’t believe how intensely he scrutinized every guest invited to your debut ball. Attendees at court aren’t even subjected to such rigorous censure. In fact, he was such a bear to the Lord Chamberlain yesterday during your debut at court that I thought for sure he’d be thrown out.”


I laugh at her exasperated expression. “I must have missed it. What did he want from the poor man?”


“A list of everyone who would be in the palace that day. He wanted to be certain no members of the Order would be in attendance.”


I shoot her a look of confusion. “But how would he know who to look for?”


“Precisely,” she says.


I stifle another laugh. “I do appreciate his concern, though.”


She snorts. “We’ll see what you have to say after this ball. He’s insisting I use dance cards, though you know I find them tedious.”


My sister may be exasperated with her husband, but I do understand. Not everyone is who they seem, and not everyone can be trusted. Truly my brother-in-law means well. He was willing to trade the seclusion of his country estate for his London townhome just so I can receive their considerable support during my debut.


Even so, I know rejoining London society will be something of a hardship for them both.


“Never fear, though,” she continues. “I’m quite determined to make this the event you’ve always dreamed of.”


I glance around at my richly furnished bedroom, my armoire filled with expensive dresses, skirts, jackets, and a wide assortment of accessories—everything from shoes of the softest kid leather to elaborate hats. I have only to walk out of my room to find my lady’s maid hovering nearby, or stroll downstairs to find a veritable feast prepared for every meal.


“I think it’s safe to say you’ve already accomplished that. My every need has been anticipated here.”


“I’m relieved to hear it,” she says with a smile. “Now, as usual, I’ve gone off on a tangent and quite forgotten to ask you if you’ve seen Izzie. The little darling has evaded both her nanny and me—all because Nanny wants to give her a bath.”


I smile at the mention of my mischievous niece. I adore that child as though she were my own. I’ve always had a maternal streak, but there’s just something about Izzie’s personality that I love. She’s only two, but she’s quite opinionated already. It rather makes me long for one of my own. “No, but you were right to search for her here. So many times have I found her rummaging through my art supplies. I shall have to start her drawing lessons soon.”


Wren heaves a sigh. “I wish you would. Perhaps that would be a more constructive outlet for her—better than hiding anyway.” She moves to my wardrobe and peeks inside. “Just checking,” she says with a laugh. “All right—I’ll continue my search elsewhere then.”


“Would you like my help?”


She shakes her head. “Oh, no. Finish your drawing. I’m sure she’ll make her way to your room eventually anyway. Just call if you see her.”


I agree and then turn back to my drawing with a frown.


After turning to a fresh sheet of paper in my sketchpad, I take a moment to clear my thoughts of everything but my debut. The fact that my drawings seemed to have developed minds of their own of late has caused no small amount of anxiety—and I have the gnawed-on pencils to prove it—but I’m determined to wrest control.


Again, I picture the beauty of the throne room, the rich colors, even the smells and sounds. In answer, my arcana surges into my pencil, transferring each detail of the throne room onto paper: the vibrant colors, the gold-and-velvet thrones, the elaborate crystal chandeliers, the ornate molding. I fill in the edges of the drawing, leaving white space in the center to add all the many people in attendance.


Once I have a satisfying rendition, I add several music notes to the corner of the page. A lively tune by Johann Strauss had been playing at the time, and I know whenever I hear that particular opus, I will remember that night.


The symphony plays in my mind until I can hear the quick bow strokes of the violins combined with the almost playful sound of the flutes. When I touch the notes, energy surges to the tip of my finger, ready to give life to the music I can hear so clearly in my mind. I smudge the notes into the fibers of the paper, releasing my energy at the same time.


Music surrounds me, and it’s as though I’m standing in the throne room once again. With my own symphony playing gently in the background, I add the people: lords dressed in full court dress of midnight black velvet, the Royal Guard dressed in crimson regimentals, ladies in heavily jeweled satin gowns of every color. The king had been regal in a scarlet coat adorned with countless medals, some large enough to dangle from his chest. The queen, elegant in gold, her train so long I had to take care not to step on it when I curtsied before them.


I narrow my eyes in concentration as I decide on the exact shade of gold of Queen Alexandra’s train. Was it as bright as the filigree adorning the throne room? No, more of a rose gold. My arcana pulls the true color from my mind and adds it to the drawing, turning Queen Alexandra’s gown to vivid life.


My own gown was an absolute dream, done in ivory and gold, with delicate cap sleeves and an impossibly long train. I think of the detailed gold embroidery, of how the gown made me feel as regal as a queen, and a desire grips me then, so strong my fingers tighten around my pencil. I wish I could go back to that night, to that one beautiful moment.


And with only that mere breath of a thought, arcana surges down my arm, spilling onto my paper in a glittering dance of light. The fine hairs on the back of my neck rise. The colors seem to shimmer and rise above the fiber of the papers, like sunshine reflecting on a pool of water. The more I stare, the dizzier I become. It feels as though my eyes are crossing, and I blink several times to fend off the uncomfortable sensation.


The drawing swirls around and around until I’m sure I’ll be sick. I cannot pull my eyes away. A terrible tugging, like I’m being forcibly dragged, grabs hold of the center of my body. A flash of light as bright as lightning illuminates the room, and I cry out in surprise and pain. My eyelids slam closed.


When I open them again, I’m no longer in my room.




TWO


WITH a chill of suspicion seizing my senses, I take in the scene around me. Crimson silk wall coverings, golden chandeliers, and a symphony playing an opus by Johan Strauss. The throne room at Buckingham Palace.


Debutantes dressed all in white process in, one after the other. With a little squeak of fear I dodge out of the way, but they pass through me as though I am nothing but air. Elegantly dressed lords and ladies line the perimeter of the throne room, but none spare me so much as a glance. Never before has a vision of my drawing been so vivid. It’s almost as if I’ve traveled back in time.


How could this have happened? Not only did I not consciously summon energy, I never drew a rune to allow me to enter the drawing.


“Can anyone hear me?” I ask aloud, standing directly in front of a lady in a glittering sapphire gown, but no one reacts.


A shivery feeling creeps up my spine, and I glance up. I let out my breath in a rush as I see…myself. The soft white feathers in my hair complement my gown with its yards of train and glittering golden embroidery. I can only stand agape as I watch the me of last night curtsy before the king and queen. With my drawing as the conduit, my memories have come to life, escaping from my mind in startling accuracy.


My breaths come faster as I watch myself outside my own body. Apprehension bleeds rapidly into fear. The use of arcana is a heady thing, and that’s when one is in control. Here, I have an astounding lack of control.


A couple moves toward me, oblivious to my presence, and I stumble out of the way. I force my eyes closed for a moment, trying to reason with myself. All the other times I’ve entered my own drawings, part of my consciousness has remained in the present time. I need only picture my room in London, and I should return. I think of the small wooden chair, the smooth feel of my escritoire, the chaotic mess of all my drawing supplies.


I wait for the uncomfortable tugging sensation, for any sign I am about to return.


Nothing happens.


I open my eyes. Buckingham Palace still lies before me. Panic grabs hold of me like a vise as a question resounds in my mind: what if I cannot return?


I wring my hands as I take in the scene. As the people before me shift again, a gentleman catches my attention. He stands not far from the throne, his expression guarded. His eyes are arresting—a clear toffee color and shaped in a way that suggests an Eastern influence. What’s more, his dark hair and bronzed skin assures he would be impossible to miss, yet I cannot remember him. Could this mean I am not trapped within my own memories?


Again, a prickly fear that I have no control over this arcana creeps over me.


The beautiful gentleman seems to take notice of me, a look of perplexed interest crossing his face. He moves toward me, and I hold my breath. Surely he cannot see me? After all, everyone else in this bizarre vision has treated me as though I am no more substantial than a ghost.


Very faintly, a voice calls out to me, and I stiffen. I strain to hear the voice; it sounds as though it comes from a great distance.


“Auntie!” the childish voice calls again, and I turn all around to find the source of it.


“Izzie?” I say.


The tugging sensation follows another bright flash. I scarce have time to draw breath for a scream before it’s over again. When I open my eyes, the familiar sights of my room greet me: the barely contained chaos of my drawing supplies strewn over every available surface, my wooden trunk, my bed with its plush linens.


My niece holds onto the edge of my bed, her plump face awash with worry. “Auntie?” Izzie asks, her bottom lip quivering.


“Izzie, darling,” I say as I open my arms to her for an embrace, “I cannot tell you how relieved I am to see you.” She toddles forward and presses her chubby cheek against my chest.


I close my eyes and just hold her for a moment, my own cheek resting atop her dark curls. My whole body feels weighted down, as though my limbs have suddenly become infused with lead. Never have I felt so weakened. Proof, then, that whatever happened to me drained my energy. Was this how Katherine felt when she performed powerful arcana? I recall terrible memories of when she healed that hateful Eliza from a would-be fatal riding accident. I wince, trying to push the memories away. I try to never think of that time—when Colin brought my sister back from the woods, her body limp in his arms, as though her soul had already left this world. In that moment, my heart had been made of glass, and it shattered the moment I saw her.


The ghost of that pain assaults my chest now, and I give my sister’s beautiful daughter a gentle squeeze. “Izzie, just now, was I … was I here with you?”


She gazes up at me with clear blue eyes, and I hold my breath. She nods. I let out that same breath in a rush. I cannot deny how much it relieves me to hear I didn’t disappear—at least physically.


“But Auntie,” she says, her head tilted to the side quizzically, “what was that big room?”


My heart pounds harder. “Big room … what do you mean?”


“The big red room with all the pretty people.”


“Isidora?” Katherine calls from the hallway, a note of worry in her voice. She lets out an exaggerated sigh when she sees the two of us. “Thank goodness. I should have known you’d be in here.” Something in my face must give away how utterly exhausted I am because she says, “Lucy, are you ill? You look terribly pale.”


“No, not ill,” I say with great hesitation in my voice. I shoot another worried glance at Izzie before remembering the drawing lying open on my desk. Of course—the big red room. She’d seen my drawing. The one I’d been trapped in.


“What is it?” Katherine demands, her face tense.


My words tumble out of me as they always do when I’m terribly nervous. “I was finishing my drawing just now, before Izzie came in. I’m not sure how it happened, but I was transported into it—though I did not consciously use arcana.”


Katherine’s eyebrows draw together. “And you are sure you didn’t plan to transport yourself? Perhaps you even had a fleeting thought—enough to bring forth energy?”


“No, I’m quite sure of it. I remember feeling a surge of energy, but I was surprised at its appearance. I never intended to use arcana.”


Izzie looks back and forth between us with wide eyes the mirror image of her mother’s.


“Dare I ask what it was you were drawing?” Katherine asks.


I point to my book of drawings as Izzie takes great delight in sorting through my box of pastels. “As you can see, I was in the middle of recording my presentation at court.”


Katherine lets out a breath. “I must confess, I’m relieved it was your debut and not the gateway. I just worry—drawing the gateway when you have little control over your arcana seems rather risky.”


Her words are intended to discourage me, but unfortunately, they have the opposite effect. What would happen if I lost control during a drawing of the gateway? Would I finally see the visions of Sylvania clearly?


I stare at my book of drawings as though it might suddenly offer an explanation. “I’ll be sure to use caution in the future.”


“Or at the very least, alert me should you want to try again.” She puts her hand on my shoulder. “You still look pale, and I’m sure this horrid city doesn’t help. We should go for a ride in Hyde Park to let the sun replenish your lost energy.”


“Oh, but I couldn’t,” I say, noticing that more than an hour has already passed. “I must get ready for the ball tonight.”


Katherine waves her hand in a dismissive gesture. “The ball can wait. We cannot have you fainting away.”


I shake my head. “No, I know you and Colin care very little for society’s edicts, but consider how it would look if I’m not even there to greet the guests who are arriving in my honor. I’ll just go outside in the garden for a spell; I’m sure it’ll be just the thing to perk me up.”


“You’re too kind-hearted, little sister,” Katherine says. “If you are feeling weak, then I’d rather do what we must to help you feel better.”


“I’m well. I am,” I insist when she fixes me with a skeptical stare.


Katherine nods after a moment—and whether it’s because she believes me or because she’s decided to let it go for the time being, I’m sure I don’t know. She pulls Izzie into her arms as though sensing my anxiety. “Come, little one. Auntie Lucy needs to go rest in the garden.” To me she adds, “Send for me if you find the garden’s light to be insufficient.”


“I saw the queen, Mama,” Izzie says as Katherine carries her out of the room.


“You did? How lovely, darling.”


I smile at the exchange before moving to follow Wren’s advice. Already I can feel the bone-weary fatigue settling over me, as though I’ve spent the whole day fencing. My drawing catches my eye, and as I move to put away the sketchbook, I’m cautious in the handling of it. I place it gently in my trunk, and it suddenly occurs to me. In my excitement to tell Katherine about my newfound ability, I neglected to mention the fact that I was trapped there until Izzie called me back.


However did I manage to return?


Free of the confines of the house, I let out my breath in an appreciative rush as the sunlight touches my skin. Its warmth is so delicious that I immediately plop myself down in the little patch of grass with my face tilted skyward. Roses and jasmine scent the air, and I smile contentedly as the sun brings energy back to me in a rush headier than a full night’s rest.


My fatigue over using so much arcana fades away, and my thoughts return to my drawings. Wren seemed to be right in fearing I was losing control, although, in the first instance, it almost seemed as though my drawing—or the portal?—was trying to tell me something. I think of the grand lady I saw, and it makes me wonder if I truly saw her, or if it’s my admittedly overactive artist’s imagination.


Perhaps even more frighteningly, the second instance of being pulled into my own drawing is something that’s never happened before. Over and over again I think of my actions before being trapped, and each time I’m at a loss as to how it happened. No rune had been drawn, and my arcana hadn’t been consciously summoned. For years now, my abilities have grown stronger, but always I’ve been in control. What was different about this time?


A shadow falls across my face, and I startle. I turn toward the source and find James standing over me, wearing a hesitant smile.


“Forgive the intrusion,” he says, “but you left so quickly after our lesson, and Devi said I would find you out here. I hope I didn’t completely wear you out.”


I start to stand and he holds a hand out to help me. After only a moment’s hesitation, I take it. “I would be lying if I said I hadn’t been, but I’ve since recovered.”


“That’s a relief. We can’t have the debutante exhausted during her own ball.”


A small smile touches my lips. “I’m never too tired for dancing.”


“I hope you will save a dance for me, then,” he says.


I glance away at the flowers and shrubs—anything but his face. “Of course.”


“Has my brother been treating you well?”


I nod and force myself to finally meet his gaze. “He has. My every need has been anticipated.”


James tilts his head, watching me. “I don’t remember our conversations being this … incredibly stiff and polite before.”


My eyes widen, and a surprised laugh escapes me. I’d forgotten how James never hesitates to speak exactly what he’s thinking—etiquette be damned. Unfortunately, I am a peacekeeper. Katherine is the one who isn’t afraid to speak out—even if it’s a painful truth. What am I to say? You kissed me, led me to believe you cared, but cast me aside as soon as the summer was over.


Yes, I think to myself, closing my eyes in frustration, that’s exactly what I should say.


“You must forgive me,” I say instead. “My mind must be on all the things I must do before the ball this evening. In fact, if you’ll excuse me, I really should get dressed.”


He takes out his pocket watch and glances at it. “It will take you three hours to get dressed?” His tone is wry.


“I’m a slow dresser.” I take a step toward the door, but James stops me. I turn toward him reluctantly.


“Lucy, I hope … I hope we can be friends.”


“Of course. Why shouldn’t we be friends?” I force a smile.


Coward, I berate myself.


He takes a step back, his smile not quite as bright. “That’s a relief, then.”


“Do excuse me,” I say and move past him, the words I should have said trapped behind clenched teeth.


I return to the house and head straight for my room.


Once inside, I close the door behind me and lean against it. Well done, Lucy, I think derisively. I’d been given the chance to resolve things, but instead, I’d held my tongue. Of course, the last time I’d confessed to him exactly how I felt, he’d been quick to turn me away. The scene replays in my head, and I grit my teeth as embarrassment hits me like a wave.


“I don’t know what I shall do when you return to Oxford,” I’d said to him. “Who will I fence with?”


“You’re quite right there. Everyone else is afraid of you,” he said.


I laughed. “Don’t tease me.”


He reached out and tugged a strand of my hair. “I’ll miss you, too, Luce.” And then, before I even realized what he meant to do, he had leaned in and kissed me. The first was sweet, gentle. The second was hungrier.


“I love you, James,” I said, my lips swollen from his kiss.


Abruptly, he pulled away. “I cannot tell you how flattering it is to know you care for me, Lucy, but truly, I don’t deserve your admiration.”


The very next day, he’d left for Oxford.


I’d allowed myself a single night to cry burning tears of humiliation before swearing I would never speak to him again.


Of course, such a thing was impossible considering James is Colin’s brother.




THREE


AN unmistakable beauty can be found in the sensory array at any ball: the vibrant colors of elegant gowns, the glittering chandeliers, the lilting music of the symphony, the smell of hundreds of roses and peonies creating a sweet perfume. As this is my debut ball, custom dictates I must be presented to each guest, so I have yet to enjoy any of it. Katherine, Colin, and I stand in a receiving line just outside the ballroom in the gallery. Magnificent paintings of past earls and countesses hang above us, done in rich and somber colors. My gaze continually drifts to the painting directly across from us: two dark-haired boys with an enormous wolfhound between them. As I stare at the beautiful details of the painting, my mind wanders.


I think of my awkward meeting with James in the garden and wince. At least he’d proven a good distraction from my astounding lack of control over my arcana. Once I’d returned to my room from speaking with James, I’d packed up everything in my trunk to keep from being tempted into drawing again—at least for the rest of the night.


Strange, too, that my sweet little niece had such an impact on me as to return me back to the present.


Katherine nudges me subtly with her elbow, and I glance up to find an elegantly dressed lady smiling at me as though waiting for a response.


“How do you do?” I say in a rush, a flare of heat traveling to my cheeks at my blunder. I don’t even know the lady’s name.


After she shakes my proffered hand and enters the ballroom, Katherine leans toward me. “Are you all right? You seem distracted.”


Before I can answer, Colin says, “No doubt she’s grown weary of standing here—as have I.” He lifts his hand toward the guests still waiting to be introduced to me. “Thank you so much for coming. I would like to present my sister-in-law, Lucy Sinclair.”


The guests nod and murmur greetings to me, but their bewildered expressions make it clear they aren’t sure what to make of Colin’s announcement. Having expected to be presented to me by the earl and countess personally, I can understand why being introduced en masse like that might be disconcerting. But then, Colin has always cared very little for the rules of society. Beside me, Katherine sighs.


He holds out an arm to both Katherine and me. “Now, if you will please accompany us into the ballroom.”


The guests follow, still casting confused glances at one another.


Though the ballroom is already crowded with finely dressed ladies and gentlemen, Colin cuts through the crush as easily as the prow of a mighty ship sails through calm water. He leads us to the relatively quiet area of the ballroom where Papa has been waiting, and I’m momentarily taken aback by the pride shining in Papa’s eyes.


“You look beautiful, Lucy,” Papa says. “I cannot believe it’s already time for your own debut. Your mother would be beside herself with joy.”


I slip my hand into his big, warm one. “I wish she were here, too.”


He gives my hand a squeeze, his eyes a bit red.


“Robert!” Katherine exclaims from behind me, and I turn. Dressed in his navy blue full dress uniform, my brother looks more dashing than ever. Katherine shakes her head, a wide grin on her face. “You told me you couldn’t get away.”


The giddy excitement I have at seeing Robert for the first time in more than a year bursts forth as I wrap my arms around him.


Robert chuckles and kisses my forehead. “I’m so sorry I’m late, Luce. My leave began much later than anticipated.” He takes a step back. “But don’t you look beautiful.”


“And you’re handsomer than ever,” I say with a wide smile. “You certainly need not apologize for being late. I’m only glad you’re in town at all.”


“I’m so happy to see you,” Katherine says, placing her hand on his arm.


He leans forward and gives her a kiss on her cheek. “I’ve missed you, too, Wren.”


Papa’s smile is a bit watery, and I know he is missing Mama terribly. He puts his hand on Rob’s shoulder. “It’s wonderful to have us all here together.”


I am smiling so hard my cheeks hurt, but then James joins us, and I suddenly have a fascination with the gleaming parquet floors at our feet. I will myself to stop being embarrassed in his presence, but all I can think about is his stolen kiss and my ardent confession. Katherine will be sure to notice my continued unease around him, which can only be disastrous considering she knows nothing of the kiss, and both she and Colin will be … furious? Disappointed? I’m unsure, and I’d really rather not find out.


“You did well coming to me to keep your secret,” James is saying to Rob as I drag my attention back to the conversation at hand. “We managed to surprise them, which is a lot more than Colin would have done for you,” he says with a grin in his older brother’s direction. “He can’t keep a secret any better than a lady’s maid. He tells Katherine everything.”


Katherine laughs, but Colin only shakes his head at their teasing.


The last few notes of the prelude the symphony has been playing drift away, signaling the dancing will soon begin. “Should we move closer to the dance floor?” I ask, eager to join in.


Colin takes a step forward. “Just a moment, Lucy, if you please,” he says, holding up a card with gilded edges attached to a white satin ribbon. “I have your dance card here.”


“Oh yes … thank you,” I say hesitantly.


“Oh, Colin,” my sister mutters under her breath.


He ties it onto my wrist and steps back. “There. As you can see, it’s already filled, so there’s no need for you to seek out any dance partners tonight.”


I glance down at the card. On one side is a list of the types of dance, and on the other is a list of names.














	Waltz

	Robert Sinclair






	Quadrille

	Sir Henry Hawthorne






	Waltz

	James Wyndam






	Quadrille

	Robert Sinclair






	Waltz

	Lord Colin Thornewood






	Quadrille

	Lord Edward Sinclair







All the names are written in Colin’s bold handwriting. “How did you know Robert would be here?”


“I didn’t,” Colin says, “but I knew your sister would fill in a name if I didn’t.”


No doubt she wouldn’t choose only family, either. Well, all except one. “Who is Sir Hawthorne?” I ask.


Colin smiles. “Sir Hawthorne is the gentleman over by the window holding court.” I follow his line of sight to an older, rather portly gentleman making sweeping arm gestures to a small group of people surrounding him. His mustache is bushier than Papa’s. He’s also closer to Papa’s age than my own. I open and close my mouth several times, unsure what to say.


“I told you she’d be upset,” Katherine says, glaring at Colin and Papa in turn.


“Do not be cross, darling,” Colin says. “We discussed this. We’re not taking any chances this time.”


“Very true,” Papa says firmly. “Making a match is the last thing we need to concern ourselves about. Lucy should enjoy the Season, but she’s much too young for marriage.”


“We wanted to give her the chance to enjoy the dances without worrying about some young lord pushing his suit,” Colin says to Papa.


After they’ve discussed my fate in front of me as though I’m either a small child or someone who is very deaf, I clear my throat. “I appreciate everyone’s concern, but it’s only a dance. In the future, I’m sure I can find my own partner without any assistance.”


“There,” Katherine says, “you see? No more meddling.” She turns to Robert. “Go on and dance with her, Robert. You’re first up on that ridiculous dance card my husband insisted upon.”


Robert makes a big show of bowing in front of me and offering his arm. I take it with a smile.


“They mean well,” he says when we are far enough away that they cannot hear.


“Oh, I’m sure they do.”


We take our places on the dance floor, and Rob takes my hand in his. As the first lilting notes of the waltz begin, we join the other dancers in twirling about the floor. I may not be dancing with a dashing suitor, but still, I feel my heart lift. Rob smiles down at me, and it reminds me of when we were small. He helped teach me to dance, patiently spending hours with my governess and me, until I learned each of the steps. I tell him so, and his smile widens.


“You were such a sweet little thing. Robbie, you called me. You were the only one I’d let call me that.”


I laugh. “Are you saying I’m no longer sweet?”


“I’m saying you’re no longer little. Don’t think I missed the way you looked when James joined us.” His eyes meet mine knowingly. “Care to explain, little sister?”


I glance away. “Surely you don’t want to hear about all that. Tell me of officer’s training at Cambridge.”


“Shooting practice, marching, rigorous physical exercise. There. Your turn.”


“I believe this dance is about to end,” I say. I stare at the symphony and will them to cease playing.


“He’s a playboy, Luce,” Rob says, his expression more serious. “He’s my friend, but I’ve seen a different side of him than you have.”


Finally, the last few strokes of the violin signal the end of the waltz, but Rob continues to watch me, waiting for a response.


“There’s nothing to explain,” I say reluctantly. “I had a schoolgirl’s infatuation with him two summers ago and made the mistake of confessing that to him. Now, I find I’m embarrassed to be around him.”


He offers his arm to escort me off the dance floor, but his steps are painfully slow. “There must be more than that.”


I grit my teeth for a moment. Rob will never rest until he extracts every detail from me.


“Very well, I shall tell you, but you must promise not to breathe a word of it to Wren or Colin.”


He nods once. “I promise.”


“He kissed me, and then I foolishly told him how I felt, but he turned me away and hurried back to Oxford.”


Rob lets out his breath in a sympathetic sigh. “Shall I rough him up for you?”


I let out a horrified laugh. “No, of course not. I harbor no ill-will toward him.” Rob glances down at me with a single eyebrow raised. “Well, only a little. I’m sure it won’t be long before the memories never even enter my mind.”


“My offer still stands,” Rob says, but he thankfully keeps his voice hushed as we return to Katherine and Colin. Katherine laughs at something Colin says, and her mirth lights up her eyes. “Returned safe and sound,” he says louder to Colin.


Katherine rolls her eyes, but Colin smiles. “Glad to hear it. If you’ll come with me, Lucy, I’ll introduce you to Sir Hawthorne for the quadrille.”


“Colin,” Katherine says, “surely you won’t continue to have her uphold her dance card?”


“It’s fine,” I say. “It would be very rude indeed if I left Sir Hawthorne in a lurch.”


Colin kisses Katherine’s cheek. “There, you see? All is well.” He offers his arm to me. “Shall we?”


He leads me to the portly gentleman he’d pointed out earlier.


“Hi-ho, Lord Thornewood,” Sir Hawthorne says in a booming voice. When nearly everyone around us turns to gape, I have to resist searching for a hole to disappear into. “I haven’t seen you in so many years, I’m surprised I recognized you so quickly. Though that arrogant look you always wear is very difficult to forget.” He claps Colin on the back and turns his attention to me. “Ah, and who is this? Surely not your wife?”


“This is the Honorable Lucy Sinclair. My sister-in-law,” Colin says with an unimpressed tone that suggests either he is masking his reaction to this outspoken man or he is used to his idiosyncrasies. “This is her celebratory debut ball, if you’ll recall. Lucy, this is Sir Henry Hawthorne.”


“What blinding beauty,” he says as I curtsy. “Shall I compare thee to a summer’s day? Thou art more lovely and more temperate.”


He delivers these Shakespearean lines as though he is upon a stage, and I shoot an accusing glare at Colin. It is quite obvious that what he considers an “interesting” dance partner is very different from my own definition.


“You are very kind, my lord, but I dare say I cannot compete with the beauty of nature.”


“So humble! Truly,” he says to Colin, “she is a treasure.”


Colin favors me with a rare smile. “She is indeed.”


“I hope you will agree to a dance with me, my dear Miss Sinclair,” Sir Hawthorne says, his watery blue eyes lighting up in an almost boyish anticipation.


“You needn’t ask, sir, your name is already written on my dance card,” I say, not unkindly.


“Capital!” he says, rocking back and forth on his heels. “Come, my fair lady,” Sir Hawthorne’s voice booms across the ballroom. “We will dance until the floor blurs underneath our intrepid feet.”


With a strangled laugh, I take his arm.


Once we are in line for the dance, my mood improves considerably. The music is a stirring Scottish air, one which always brings a smile to my face. And, amidst the other dancers, Sir Hawthorne is not nearly so conspicuous. Everyone’s talk and laughter has contributed to the din around us to the point where even his deafening voice is of little consequence.


As we twirl in and out of the other dancers, I can only be thankful this is a line dance and not a waltz. I shudder to think of how loud his voice would be spoken directly in my ear. Now, our conversation is sporadic and, therefore, of a rather dull nature.


“This music is very lively,” he says as we briefly join hands.


“Yes, very much so,” I say.


“The refreshments are very good as well,” he says the next time we pass each other.


“I’m glad to hear it.”


And on it goes until I begin to pity anyone else around who might inadvertently hear our exchange. When at last the dance is over, I curtsy to him in a hurried manner and scurry away like a hare fleeing from a starving fox.


“Quite the partner your brother-in-law chose for you,” Rob says with a grin when I reach his side. “It’s a wonder you’re not deaf.”


I rub my forehead. “You heard that, did you?”


He snorts. “Lucy, my dear sister, I’m sure the whole ballroom heard it.”


“Yes, yes, it was all very embarrassing,” I say, waving my hand at him in a vague cease-and-desist gesture, “but we shouldn’t mock him. I truly think he has difficulty controlling the volume of his voice.”


Rob bursts out laughing—the kind of laughter that draws stares and answering smiles, even though no one else knows the source of his amusement. “Your kindness does you credit,” he says after his laughter has died down to a mere sparkle in his eyes.


“Has anyone offered you a drink, Lucy?” James asks, coming up behind us. I watch in surprise as Rob’s jaw tightens, and for one terrible moment, I’m afraid he’ll say something. “I’m next up on your dance card, but I’m perfectly amenable to escorting you to the refreshment room instead.”


“Actually, I would much rather dance,” I say. Dancing is probably the best option; it will take away Rob’s opportunity to say anything to James, in any case—at least for now.


“I’ll be over here,” Rob says as I take James’s proffered arm, “… watching.”


James looks as though he isn’t sure whether to be concerned or laugh, and I have the sudden urge to cover my face with my hands. What have I done to deserve all the men in my life becoming completely insufferable?


As we take our places for the waltz, James gives my hand a little squeeze. “You look beautiful tonight—you always do.”


“Thank you. You look absolutely charming—as usual.”


He shrugs. “It seems to be what I’m best at. Colin scares people, and I charm them.” He indicates his older brother with a nod of his chin. Colin leans against a wall, swirling a glass of wine, his expression aloof. I search the crowd for my sister, for they are rarely apart for long, and find her dancing alongside us with Papa.
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