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Seb and Archie – to infinity and beyond
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Doctor Burke’s desk was a graveyard of broken spectacles. Cracked frames had been discarded under folders or loitered next to empty cups. The doctor’s weathered hands fumbled blindly for a pair and shoved them onto his face, only for one of the lenses to fall into his lap. With a sigh, he squinted through the remaining lens at the results of Alice’s blood test.


After a moment, he opened his mouth as though to speak, but instead licked his thumb and turned the page. He was a small but hardy-looking old man, shrivelled at the edges like something left out in the sun, with tufts of white hair protruding from every orifice.


Alice glanced at her mother and raised her eyebrows at the unusual display on the surgery wall. A squirrel played a violin directly behind her mother’s head. Next to it, a pair of foxes sporting dungarees sat on a miniature tandem. Nothing, however, could top the stuffed owl in a mortar board, posed in front of a tiny blackboard. Its enormous glassy eyes stared at Alice in vexation, as though she was about to be handed the dunce’s cap. Ugly taxidermy littered every shelf. Not the most encouraging thing to find in a doctor’s office.


It was a good job Doctor Burke didn’t know there was a living animal, of sorts, right under his nose. A very small brown bird, its wings tucked against its body, was perched on the doctor’s shoulder. He couldn’t see it because it was a nightjar, and these particular nightjars were visible only to aviarists like Alice. She was one of perhaps only a dozen aviarists worldwide.


Turning in her seat to avoid the macabre display, Alice studied the doctor’s bird. In Finnish mythology it was known as a sielulintu: a mythical bird that guards the soul. Everyone had one, whether they were aware of it or not. Her mother, the human dynamo known as Patricia Wyndham, was completely oblivious to her own nightjar crouched on her knee.


The image of a stuffed nightjar flashed briefly through Alice’s mind, and her lip curled in distaste. Doctor Burke’s soul-bird was tiny, with a streak of faded coppery brown running along its back. Its muddy-coloured feathers were plain but it had a slightly battered look. Two shining black eyes regarded Alice with a solemn air.


‘Well,’ said Doctor Burke finally. ‘A little out of the ordinary.’


‘Oh God,’ her mum murmured. ‘Is it bad news? I knew we should have made an appointment sooner.’


He put the results down and looked over at Patricia Wyndham, whose face had stiffened. After a moment’s pause, the doctor waved her fears away. ‘Nothing to worry about,’ he said, and Patricia sank into her chair.


‘That’s a relief,’ she said. She turned to Alice. ‘Isn’t it?’


Alice ignored the doctor’s reassuring smile, staring instead at the quivering feathers of his nightjar. Its claws rhythmically tightened and relaxed while its wings made short, jerky movements: all signs of its discomposure. Alice’s alertness sharpened.


‘When you say a little out of the ordinary,’ she said, sitting forward, ‘what does that actually mean?’


Doctor Burke’s eyes drifted down to the results again. ‘Well,’ he said, flustered, ‘you’ve low oxygen saturation levels and a touch of anaemia.’


‘I’ve been saying for weeks you were too pale,’ said her mum.


‘And the test the nurse did last time,’ said Alice, ‘the low blood pressure – is that connected?’


Doctor Burke hesitated and pushed his broken glasses further up the bridge of his nose. ‘If you’d prefer me to make a referral, a friend of mine works at the big hospital in Castlebar—’


‘No,’ she said firmly. ‘Thank you, but no. It’s only a bit of dizziness; I’ll cope.’


She hated hospitals. Every time she set foot in one, the smell of disinfectant triggered memories of the night her best friend was hit by a car. That night had changed everything. For months afterwards, Alice had believed that Jen was lying comatose on a ward and that it was her fault. Visions of Jen wasting away in a hospital bed had haunted her. But it had all been a lie. Trickery.


Lungs rattling, Doctor Burke coughed into a handkerchief and jolted Alice from her thoughts. She was glad of the distraction.


‘Iron tablets,’ he said, prodding the handkerchief into his suit pocket and reaching for a pen. ‘It’s nothing that a course of iron tablets won’t fix.’


He beamed at her and she glanced at his nightjar. To the well-practised aviarist, soul-birds mirrored what was hidden in their owners’ souls, revealing their thoughts and feelings, insights and lies. Alice wasn’t yet as accomplished at reading the birds’ behaviour as she hoped to be, but she was a fast learner. Lies made nightjars restless and ill at ease.


‘Iron tablets and good country air,’ he said, ‘and you’ll have nothing at all to worry about.’ The wings of his nightjar shivered as he spoke and its head rocked back and forth in agitation.


Alice frowned. Occasionally, she wished she wasn’t an aviarist. Some lies brought comfort.
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The car boot slammed shut with such violence the Nissan Micra swayed on its wheels.


‘Careful,’ said Alice. ‘You could’ve lost a finger.’


Her mum grinned. ‘It’d be worth it,’ she said, hugging a tea towel-wrapped plate to her chest. ‘Just wait till you try this. Breda Murphy’s treacle bread,’ she said, gesturing at the prize in her arms. ‘It’s a top-secret Irish recipe, apparently. Breda says she won’t tell me what it is until I’ve been here at least a decade.’


They started up the driveway towards their whitewashed cottage, pausing only to inspect the freshly mown lawn.


‘I don’t believe it,’ Patricia murmured, looking out over the garden. ‘He’ll think he’s got one over on me, mowing the grass before I’ve had the chance to nag him over it.’


Alice laughed at the accurate assessment.


‘Go on then,’ said Patricia, shaking her head. ‘You do the knocking; you’re more musical than me.’


The front door was deadbolted and fitted with more locks than Fort Knox. There was no key hidden under a mat, and no open front door in this quaint little cottage. It was probably the only house in County Mayo with an alarm system that cost more than the car on the driveway and CCTV buried under the ivy on the walls.


Security considerations had been Alice’s first priority when they’d moved here. Alongside the locks and alarms, she’d insisted on a secret code to let them know it was safe to open the door to each other. It had been a bit of overkill and was now something of a running joke, but no one had suggested dropping it. Which was why she found herself knocking the beat to Greensleeves on the front door for nearly two minutes before it swung open.


‘I was waiting till you reached the chorus,’ said her dad, beaming down at her. ‘But you missed the second verse and the whole thing went to hell.’


Michael Wyndham was a balding man-mountain with kind eyes and a perpetual smile. ‘Well?’ he said. ‘What did the doc say?’


Alice held up her bag of iron tablets in answer. ‘Anaemia. He said I’ll be fine.’ It wouldn’t do her parents any good to know the doctor’s nightjar had contradicted him. She’d already filed that away to think about later.


‘I see you’ve been busy,’ said Patricia, closing the front door behind them. Michael gave her a smug look, and Alice watched them sizing each other up. Patricia was the smallest, most formidable woman Alice knew. Five feet tall at a pinch, faded bobbed hair and oval glasses perched on the end of her nose.


‘Cup of tea?’ asked her dad, cracking first.


‘Oh, lovely. And when we’re done, you could run the mower over the bit you missed by the wall.’


Alice snorted in amusement, but was distracted by an explosion of noise in the hallway. Scuttling paws hurtled across the floor towards her, scratching and sliding on the wood. Two shaggy white blurs of excitement, turning in frantic circles, their tails going like windmills: her Westies, Bo and Ruby. She dropped to her knees and they launched themselves at her, wriggling in her arms like eels, arching round to jump at her face and lick her hands while she laughed.


‘We’ve a new postman, by the way,’ said Patricia. ‘Did I tell you?’


Alice’s laughter died in her throat. She got to her feet, her skin prickling, and shook her head.


‘What does he look like?’ she asked carefully.


‘Oh, he’s about ninety,’ said Patricia. ‘Harmless. I checked. We’ve followed all of your instructions to the letter.’


‘No slip-ups,’ said Alice.


‘No slip-ups,’ repeated Patricia, marching off to the kitchen, where Michael was clanking the cups around with increasing haphazardness. She shooed him aside and filled the kettle.


Alice watched them from the hallway with a pained expression on her face. She just wanted to keep them safe. They’d left all their friends behind to move to Ireland – including Jen’s parents, the Parkers, who had been their next-door neighbours for twenty years. They’d lived in Dublin briefly before settling in Glenhest, where there was less chance of discovery. And yet, it wasn’t just her parents who were in danger – she was too.


Having the ability to read souls and separate truths from lies was a wondrous thing, but the downsides could be fatal. There were those who would give anything to control her gifts, and others who would give anything to destroy them. Alice had already had several run-ins with one such group, spearheaded by a government operative called Sir John Boleyn. His foot soldier, Vin Kelligan, had gone after her parents once, and she wasn’t taking any chances now – but the truth was, they’d be safer when she left.


And she was leaving. Soon. She’d been offered a research assistant post in the Department of Natural Sciences at Goring University – in London’s magical sister-city, the Rookery. Her departure had only been delayed until the blood test results had come through. Patricia Wyndham had made it clear that no daughter of hers would leave home without a clean bill of health. The circles under her eyes and her shortness of breath on her daily walks had troubled them.


‘Will you have treacle bread?’ her mum shouted out to her.


Alice watched her parents’ nightjars fluttering around the kitchen together, never less than inches apart. They were perfectly synchronized – the result of thirty years of marriage to your soul mate.


‘Maybe later,’ she replied, with a faint pang in her chest. Watching their nightjars together always brought home the fact that, despite her gifts, she hadn’t seen Crowley’s nightjar until it was too late. Their nightjars had never been in sync because Crowley had never been honest about who he really was.


Alice shook her head and turned away, but the sharp movement made her light-headed and she swayed onto her toes. She threw out a hand against the wall and scrunched her eyes shut until the moment passed. The gaps between her dizzy spells had been growing shorter lately. Breathing deeply, she pushed herself away, still gripping the bag of iron tablets. Bo and Ruby scurried along next to her like a personal escort; somehow, they always seemed to know when she wasn’t feeling her best.


There was a package on her bed. Alice froze in the doorway before approaching it as she would an unexploded bomb. Her name and address were scrawled on the front, but other than her new employer there was only one person who knew where she lived: Crowley.


Alice’s eyes roamed over the familiar handwriting; it was every bit as spiky as its owner. A sudden rush of nerves caught her breath. He wanted her to return to the Rookery so he could make things right with her – he’d even sent her the university job advert, knowing she wouldn’t be able to resist – but it was too late. She’d told him not to contact her again, so why the package?


Crowley had taken advantage of her distress when she’d believed that Jen was in a coma and her nightjar missing. He’d offered her a chance to save her friend and retrieve the lost soul-bird. But Jen was never in a coma – it was another woman who was lying in a hospital bed: Estelle Boleyn, Crowley’s sister. He’d tricked her into saving Estelle’s nightjar – and in the end, they had both failed. Estelle was still comatose and Jen was now dead.


He had tried to explain, insisting that he had genuinely believed Jen was suffering the same miserable fate as his sister, and that Alice, as an aviarist, could find both nightjars and save both women. But in his desperation, he’d kept up the charade even when he’d discovered Jen was already safe and well. It had been a lie of omission, not maliciousness, he’d insisted. He’d been driven to great lengths out of love for his sister, and she’d have done the same for Jen. But for Alice, his lies were just too big. Even his name was a lie. He had been born Louis Boleyn, and was the son of Sir John Boleyn, leader of the Beaks: the man hell-bent on destroying both the Rookery and Alice herself; the man who had ordered Jen’s kidnapping so that Alice would work for him; the man who was the reason they knocked Greensleeves every time they came home. Still . . . given her own peculiar situation, she could hardly blame Crowley for wanting to hide the identity of his father.


Alice tore the package open and frowned at her unexpected bounty: half a dozen copies of The Rookery Herald and what appeared to be an application form. She knew immediately why Crowley had sent the newspapers. Scooping them into her arms, she carried them to the back garden and dumped them under the rowan tree in the corner. Alice frequently sketched under its branches, sheltered from the sun.


She sat cross-legged on the grass and pulled the nearest Rookery Herald to her. It looked like an old broadsheet, crammed with articles and headlines that screamed from every page: House Ilmarinen member denies arson! Claims sambuca accident to blame!, Chancellor Litmanen considers naming national holiday after himself and Attempt to create waterfall feature in Thames ends in disaster! Adverts for Oxo Chocolate and Lauriston’s Long-Life Candles sprang from between the articles. She studied every page with care before dragging the next one nearer and repeating her inspection. She paused on a piece about a necromancer who’d been jailed for turning up at funerals only to pass on embittered messages from beyond the grave. It felt so strange to sit flicking through stories from another world – a world of magic – while her parents bickered over lawnmowers.


There was a flicker of movement at the corner of her eye. A tiny razor beak, pin-sharp claws and elegant feathers glided past. Alice’s nightjar. It tucked its wings back and swooped into a barrel-dive, pulling up at the last minute with a dramatic toss of its head. Alice sighed. ‘Don’t you have anything better to do?’


Nightjars had one important function: to guard the soul. It was the nightjar that brought the soul to the body at birth and protected it throughout life. At the moment of death, the birds departed with the soul for the Sulka Moors, the Land of Death. But Alice’s nightjar functioned differently. Her bird didn’t protect her soul; it protected others from her soul, a fact she’d discovered the night she’d almost destroyed the city. Her nightjar wasn’t a guard – it was a jailer.


Something juddered, and the kitchen window swung open with force, jolting Alice from her thoughts.


‘You forgot your tea,’ her mum shouted through the gap at the bottom. ‘Shall I bring it out?’


Alice smiled and shook her head. ‘I’ll come in for it in a minute. I can always put it in the microwave.’


Her mum looked appalled. ‘I didn’t raise you as a heathen,’ she said, closing the window again.


Alice stared at the window fondly. The Wyndhams had raised her and loved her. They were her parents in the truest sense of the word – but she shared no biology with them. What they did share was so much more important, and yet, over the past few months she had acquired a constant reminder of her difference: her distinctive nightjar.


Aviarists were usually blind to their own soul-birds until the moment of their death. Since Alice had become so intimately acquainted with death, she’d been gifted with the unusual ability to see hers all the time – and what she saw was exceptional.


Nightjars were usually varying shades of brown, but Alice’s was pure white. It was a stark reminder that she was special in the worst possible way.


Only two others in all of existence had had white nightjars – and both of them were Lords of Death, the Lintuvahti. Alice had met the reigning Lord of Death twice, a young man with ice-white hair. His predecessor, who had abandoned his post as ruler of the Sulka Moors, was her natural father, Tuoni. Alice had been told, once, that she was made of death. And she was – in the most literal way.


Bleached feathers glistening in the sunlight and wings sweeping powerfully at the air, Alice’s nightjar circled her head flamboyantly. Attention seeker. She ignored it, as she had done for much of the past few weeks.


Moving slightly so that the bird stayed out of her eyeline, Alice pored over the Rookery newspapers. She was searching for something very specific and hoping she didn’t find it. After several minutes of scanning the cramped text, she alighted on a phrase that caused her pulse to race: Marble Arch.


Fingers beginning to tremble, Alice gripped the pages tightly and began at the top.




Gas Leak Chaos at Marble Arch! Following reports of a dangerous mains leak last night, the Bow Street Runners responded by evacuating the area around Marble Arch, causing trouble for local residents and late-night business owners. It was declared safe early this morning. A spokesperson for Radiance Utilities has accused the Runners of overreacting to what has now been labelled a false alarm: ‘The Runners’ heavy-handed approach has cast a shadow over our good reputation. It’s a disgrace that they acted against our calls for calm investigation. We can assure the public that the safety of our services remains uncompromised and as efficient as ever.’


When asked for a comment, Commander Risdon said only, ‘The Runners take all threats seriously and will continue to uphold the highest standards of security on behalf of this city.’ Meanwhile, sources tell us that the death of an unidentified mainlander, found in London on the other side of Marble Arch, was unrelated to the alleged gas leak and is now a matter for the London Metropolitan Police. We ask our readers, were you among those inconvenienced by the Runners’ error? Or have you fallen victim to other mistakes by the force that claims to protect us? Contact our hotline today to tell your story!





Alice swallowed heavily. That was the night the world had ended. The night Jen had been taken by Sir John Boleyn’s men and Alice had set out to retrieve her from Marble Arch with the Runners’ help; the gas leak had been a ruse to clear the area.


With a shudder, Alice reread the article. There was no mention of the real nightmare that had unfolded. Jen had only been a pawn. It was Alice that Sir John Boleyn had wanted, because he’d learned her real identity and knew the truth about her deathly soul – that if it was released, it could wipe out all life in the Rookery.


Alice glanced up at her pale nightjar. A pulsing, incandescent cord was tied to the bird’s leg and looped down to circle Alice’s wrist. The cord connected them – connected her – and yet, that awful night, Boleyn had sliced through it. Her nightjar had flown free and, without its guard, her soul had escaped and almost purged the entire Rookery. Reuben Risdon, the commander of the Runners, had cut Jen’s throat to save the city; he’d sacrificed her best friend on the altar of Marble Arch, using Jen’s blood to repel Alice’s soul from entering the Rookery – like the lamb’s blood on the doors in Egypt during the tenth plague.


With a shaky breath, Alice traced the words near the bottom of the article, death of an unidentified mainlander. Jen had died to save their city and they didn’t even know her name. There was no mention of Alice Wyndham either, so it seemed she too had retained her anonymity. Maybe Crowley had made a bargain with Risdon to keep her out of it, or maybe it was Risdon’s small attempt at penance for his part in Jen’s death.


Alice pushed away the newspaper and leaned back against the tree with her eyes closed. Crowley had sent the papers to prove it was safe for her to return and that no one outside their small circle of trusted friends knew who or what she was. But Alice still knew.


‘Here you go,’ said a gruff voice.


Alice’s eyes snapped open. Her dad was bearing down on her with a plate of treacle bread and a cup of tea. ‘If you don’t try it soon, she’ll be beside herself. And even if you hate it, you’re to tell her it’s the best thing you’ve ever tasted.’


She smiled up at him and accepted the offerings. ‘Message understood. Thanks.’


‘The wind will have this one halfway down the lane if you’re not careful,’ he said, bending to grab a loose paper starting to drift over the lawn. He handed it to her before retreating indoors.


Alice watched him go, jumping when her nightjar shot over her head, as aerodynamic as a bullet. She gave it a withering look. It had been pestering her for weeks. Alice knew what it wanted: a name. But the bird wasn’t a pet, and naming it would give it an identity of its own, making it too difficult to ignore.


‘Your showy displays are verging on the egotistical,’ she told it. ‘And to be honest, as the manifestation of my soul’s guardian, I think they’re a bit beneath you.’


The bird gave her a guilty look and vanished.


With a satisfied nod, Alice peered down at the other paper from the parcel, the application form. A tree symbol on the letterhead represented House Mielikki: a society for those with specific magical gifts. Almost without thinking, Alice pressed her fingertips into the grass until they touched the soil. A tingle of warmth spread up into her palm and it vibrated gently, as if something was trapped beneath her skin – the magic an itch that needed to be scratched. Alice exhaled slowly, and the grass rustled as she pushed. Half a dozen daisies slid out of the soil between her fingers, their heads unfurling rapidly and tiny petals flickering in the breeze.


House Mielikki’s members could wield power over plants, trees and wildlife. Alice glanced again at the application form. She had intended to apply anyway, without Crowley’s prompting. When she’d first moved to the Rookery, Crowley had urged her to stay focused on mastering her aviarist gifts rather than becoming distracted by other potential abilities. He’d told her she could pursue them later, if she’d wanted to – and in Ireland she had. Was this another olive branch?


Alice sighed. Exploring her other gifts wasn’t the only reason she planned to apply. Joining the House might also help her deny her most terrifying qualities. The magic of House Mielikki was the magic of life itself. Everything that it stood for was in contrast to the identity reflected by her nightjar: death.


She’d developed a strange, grudging bond with her soul-bird, and yet there were still times Alice couldn’t bear to look at its pale feathers: a white nightjar for the Daughter of Death. She knew she was capable of being more than that, and she planned to prove it.


The back door banged open and Alice flinched in surprise, her fingers tightening in the grass. Two white blurs burst from the kitchen door, barking happily, and Alice relaxed. It paid to be alert, but always anticipating danger was exhausting.


As Bo and Ruby dived straight over the stack of newspapers, scattering them across the lawn, Alice glanced down. Between her fingers, the newly grown daisies were withering. Their petals blackened and drifted away, and the dull yellow heads began to crumble. In seconds, all were rotted beneath the rowan tree.


Alice stared at them with a dispirited frown, nausea growing in her stomach. Overhead, her nightjar re-emerged in a flurry of feathers, pale wings striking against the air. Alice refused to look away from the corpses of the daisies in the grass.


I can be more than this.
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Someone was following her. Alice was sure of it. She fixed her eyes on the pavement, watching for movement in her peripheral vision. Tension coiled beneath her skin, magnifying every shadow that crossed her path. The breeze sent a discarded wrapper skittering across the stone and her pulse jumped when her boot crunched down on it. Litter. Just litter. A drizzle of sweat slid between her shoulder blades, sticking her shirt to her back. Alice tugged it from her waistband and shook it out with a trembling hand, wafting cool air against her torso. She’d been carrying a fever for weeks; it made her light-headed and sluggish and she could afford neither. Not tonight.


Something rustled behind her and Alice’s hearing sharpened. She glanced over her shoulder, but her eyes failed to pick out anything unusual. It was a short, narrow street lined by a row of Georgian terraced houses. A handful of vintage saloon cars sat outside them, their paintwork glinting below the gas street lamp.


This part of the city was quieter; there were fewer pubs and bars here to invite interest after midnight. It made it easier to block out the distant sounds of urban life and listen for the noises that didn’t belong: a whisper of muffled panting; the turn of a coat; the heavy tread of footsteps striking the pavement in an alternating rhythm to her own. If she slowed, the footsteps slowed. If she stopped – silence. She peered into the gloom, searching . . . but there was no one there. The street was empty.


A strange sense of claustrophobia tightened her chest and the sound of her breathing was loud in her ears. The dark night pressed in around her, reminding her that she was alone. Fenced in by buildings and high walls. Trapped. A bead of sweat gathered at her hairline and she swiped it away with a grim smile. No. That was the fever talking. Just fever-driven paranoia; she’d had months of it. It had started in Ireland, and got worse, not better. Alice loosened another button on her shirt and gave herself a mental shake. She should have been in bed, resting and trying to build her strength; instead, circumstances had forced her to travel across the Rookery in the middle of the night, and she only hoped it was worth the effort. Her pace quickened as she crossed the road and fought to maintain her focus.


She couldn’t be far from the entrance to The Necropolis. The private members’ club had an invitation-only policy and she’d been warned it would go into lockdown at the first sign of trouble. Trouble in the form of the Bow Street Runners. The city’s police force was desperate to get inside the club and shut it down. Luckily, without an invitation they would never discover the hidden entrance.


Behind her, the sound of footsteps grew louder, and Alice’s nerves pulled tight. Not fevered delusions, real footsteps that smacked and echoed from the stone – and they were growing closer, rounding the corner towards her. What if she had been followed by a Runner? Her foot touched down on a grimy kerb at the junction of an alleyway and she made a sudden decision. Darting into the passage, she pressed her back flat against the wall, the rough brick snagging at her greatcoat. She exhaled quietly. The alley was deserted and steeped in shadows: ideal for lying in wait, unseen.


Removing her clammy hands from her pockets, she curled them into fists, eyes pinned to the entrance. The footsteps stopped abruptly and Alice stiffened. She hadn’t been imagining it; someone had been following her – and whoever it was had seen her take the detour; they knew exactly where she was. Why, then, were they stalling? The muffled panting had slowed and Alice could almost taste their hesitation. If her pursuer crossed the pavement at the end of the alley, she might see their face in the glow from the street lamp. Come on, she urged. Move into the light. She shifted her weight to see more clearly, her skin prickling with adrenaline.


Wings. A streak of bone-white feathers at the corner of Alice’s eye drew her attention to a stack of abandoned pallets on the cobbles. There, claws gripping the wood precariously, preening itself, was her nightjar. In the right light, it might have been mistaken for a white dove. Doves, however, were tall, with elegant necks and beaks and perfectly proportioned round heads. This bird was squat, with a puffed-up chest, no visible neck and large eyes. Its beak was short and thin, with bristles either side, and its long wings were pointed and kestrel-like.


The nightjar darted its head towards her, peering from its makeshift perch. It churred, low in its throat – a repetitive trilling sound – and Alice knew, suddenly, what to do about her follower. Glancing up the length of the alley and back, Alice crooked her finger at the pale bird and it swooped towards her. She flinched when the nightjar landed on her shoulder.


‘Give me a bird’s-eye view,’ she hissed.


The bird’s claws pinched her arm, just briefly, and it stretched upwards, its magnificent wings unfolding as it rose into the air. Despite their strained relationship, Alice had spent months experimenting with her nightjar connection; it had been a revelation to discover that, when focused, she could see the world through her soul-bird’s eyes. The eyes were the windows to the soul – so why not vice versa?


Alice steadied herself against the brick wall, took a sharp breath and grasped the cord binding her wrist to the bird’s leg. A burst of euphoria rushed through her body, and she blinked rapidly to maintain her concentration. The cord pulsed gently and her palm tingled with shivers of pleasure. Light bled through the gaps in her fingers as she tightened her grip and stared into the dazzling brightness. A flash of white . . . and then Alice’s consciousness snapped along the cord like electricity, hurling her mind into the waiting nightjar.


Alice’s vision juddered. She could see the top of her own head and shoulders: a sensation that always tripped her nausea. Maintaining the hold on her nightjar’s sight meant discarding the solid floor she knew was beneath her and the heavy gravity that weighed down her flesh-and-bone body. She forced her mind to open itself to the steady stream of images pouring in through the glowing cord. She hovered several feet higher, resisting the urge to swoop away. Caught between two bodies, she scanned the alley from above: the top of the pallets, the dustbins, the battered cardboard boxes . . . all laid out beneath her.


With another waft of her wings, Alice propelled herself through the air, gliding along the alley and turning sharply at the end. Around the corner, there was a figure resting against a set of iron railings – oblivious to the nightjar’s invisible presence. A roll-up cigarette dangled from his lips, and in his cupped hands he struck a match. It dwindled immediately and he tossed it into the road before trying again. This time, the flame caught and he lit his cigarette, tipping his head back with a satisfied grin. His straw-like hair shone in the street lamp’s glow.


‘Alice?’ he murmured. ‘Is it you hiding down there?’


Alice’s consciousness shot back to her human body and she jerked upright, thoroughly disoriented.


‘August?’ she snapped, scrabbling against the wall for balance as she rose. ‘Why the hell are you stalking me?’


He stepped out into the road, casting a long shadow into the dark alley. Alice exhaled in a bid to ease some of the tension trapped in her muscles. Bloody August. Still, it was good to see him. They’d briefly shared a house owned by Crowley: Coram House, the jewel of the Rookery’s version of Bloomsbury and home to waifs and strays. August was one of the trusted few, along with their other housemates – Sasha, Jude and, of course, Crowley – who knew the full and unvarnished truth about who she was. They’d all been at Marble Arch that night, and yet none had retracted their offers of friendship afterwards.


She looked him up and down. He’d lost a little of his trademark scarecrow look in the many months since she’d seen him last. The shock of hair had been tamed, and though his faded black corduroys and jumper were as shabby as ever, they were at least clean. He’d filled out a bit too – the sharp edges had softened and now he was tall rather than scrawny.


‘I was early,’ he said, ‘so I thought I’d come and meet you. I wasn’t sure it was you and I didn’t want to draw attention to myself by shouting.’ He glanced cautiously along the street. ‘We can walk together. Are you coming?’


She nodded. August was the one with the invitation to The Necropolis – not her. He was the one who belonged to the private members’ club – not her. Alice didn’t really belong anywhere.
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A curl of smoke wound through the clubhouse. It weaved between the busy tables and darkened booths, snaking over shoulders and wreathing heads that were bent in furtive conversation. Sandalwood and pine incense courtesy of the reeds burning on the bar’s countertop. It was, according to August, a security measure: the warm, musky blend was known for its calming effects – just as the drinking den was known for its unrest, heavy on incense, light on trust.


Alice watched the sinuous wisps dance closer. The fragrance wasn’t quite a sedative – no one would be reckless enough to come to a place like this and risk having their senses dulled completely – but it paid to remain on your guard. Doubly so when you were battling the lethargic side effects of a fever.


‘There’s something wrong with you,’ said August, squinting at her across the round table, ‘and it’s not hay fever or flu or whatever else you’re going to fob me off with.’ He rapped the surface with his fingertips, scattering ash across the polished wood. ‘Are you going to tell me what?’


She swigged a mouthful of gin and sat back, shaking her head. ‘No. Are you going to tell me what your secret new job is?’


August shrugged. ‘It’s not important.’


Alice raised an eyebrow. ‘It’s kept you from coming with Sasha and Jude every time we’ve met up for the past few months. Sounds important to me.’


He gave her a shifty look. ‘If I tell anyone, I’m done. Fired. My esteemed employers have already made that pretty clear.’


Alice’s eyes narrowed. ‘You’re not working for the Fellowship again?’ she asked sharply.


He choked on his drink. ‘What, you think my IQ is in single digits?’


She relaxed in her chair. The Fellowship were a death cult, led by a sadistic hemomancer named Marianne Northam. Alice despised her, and the feeling was mutual.


‘Anyway, stop changing the subject,’ said August. ‘You don’t look right. Tell me what’s wrong.’


Alice sighed. ‘No.’


‘Because?’


‘Because you have all the subtlety of a town crier.’


He grinned and leaned back, scraping a hand through his hair. ‘Ouch.’ Then he added, ‘You’re worried I’ll tell Crowley?’


‘No.’ Alice sighed and absently drew her finger through a dribble of gin on the table. ‘Maybe.’ She’d done her best to avoid Crowley since her return to the city. She wasn’t ready to see him – maybe she never would be – and he was trying to respect her wishes. ‘I don’t want this to be the reason we—’


‘You don’t want a pity party,’ said August. ‘I get it.’


‘No. And no one can know we’ve come here. Not yet.’


He grinned. ‘Clandestine meetings at night . . . secret drinks in strange bars . . . People will talk.’


She raised the glass and pressed it to her forehead, closing her eyes at the cool relief it provided. ‘If they do,’ she said, ‘just tell them . . . tell them you’ve defied expectations and finally managed to come in useful.’


Something brushed her hand and Alice’s eyes flew open.


‘Here,’ said August, prising the glass from her. He pressed his palms around the sides of the drink and exhaled abruptly. There was a sharp crack and a sudden film of condensation coated the glass. He passed the drink back. A layer of thick ice now sat at the bottom, poking up through the surface of her gin.


‘Thanks,’ she said, and then paused. ‘I thought your magic gave you power over water, not gin. I’m impressed.’


He grinned. ‘It’s because they water it down. Never trust a bar run by necromancers.’


‘You’re a necromancer,’ she pointed out, pressing the icy glass to her forehead.


‘Exactly.’


Across the room, a glass smashed and a lazy collective jeer went up around the clubhouse. A woman pushed back her chair to brush the fragments from her skirt with a sigh. On the table before her, a polished Ouija board was laid out. The woman drew another empty glass closer, tipped it upside down and began sliding it from letter to letter, her lips moving silently.


Alice’s gaze trailed around the clubhouse, taking in the oxblood leather sofas, the green velvet armchairs and the dozens of gas lamps and mismatched picture frames on the walls. Somehow, the trappings of a drinking den didn’t seem incongruous with the bar’s more unusual decor: the metre-wide clock, rusted metal signs and ticket booth. Stone arches, tiled walls and columns divided the space into neat sections. The Necropolis had once been a train station, which was why the rear of the building led to a crumbling platform and a defunct steam train, sitting on tracks that led nowhere.


At the end of the nineteenth century, when an overcrowded London had run out of space to bury its dead, the authorities had come up with a macabre solution: transport coffins and mourners to a cemetery far outside the city’s walls, on specially modified trains. The London Necropolis Railway was short-lived, however, thanks to a well-placed bomb during the Blitz. But in the Rookery, London’s darkly magical twin, the station at 121 Westminster Bridge Road and one remaining train had been repurposed in the most fitting way: there was no better location, surely, for a members’ club exclusively for necromancers. Considered too unnatural, their magic was banned across the city, but here they were among friends.


Three tables over, there was a sudden frenzy of murmuring and Alice turned towards the noise. A group of bearded men were taking it in turns to examine a handful of small objects they’d tossed onto the wooden floor. Alice assumed they were dice.


‘They’re allowed to gamble in here?’ she said.


‘No,’ said August with a wry smile. ‘They’re throwing oracle bones and trying to unpick the future. Funny, though, that none of them predicted the lovely Ouija woman over there was going to smash that glass.’


Even in a city like the Rookery, divination was treated with scepticism. Alice didn’t believe in fortune-telling. Then again, a year ago she hadn’t believed in magic either – and now, here she was, sitting in a bar accessed by an enchanted door that only opened once a week, and only to those who knew how to find it.


Alice sighed and pressed her fingers into her temples, where a small but persistent pain was beginning to throb. She reached for her glass and took another cooling mouthful. Maybe the gin would take the edge off her headache. Or, if not, maybe it would anaesthetize her to the problem that had brought her to the clubhouse. She rolled her shoulders and tried to sink more loosely into her chair. The incense wasn’t helping. It squeezed out the air in the room, filling it with sickly heat that exacerbated her discomfort. A knot of smoke drifted past. She squinted up, watching it thin out as it gained height, dissipating by the beaded lamps that dripped from the ceiling.


A throat cleared nearby – an exaggerated, phlegmatic sound – and Alice flinched, clutching her head, as an extra chair was slammed down opposite her. A woman dropped into it, tossed a battered fedora on the table and gave Alice an appraising stare. Eris Mawkin was the Rookery’s only legitimate necromancer – the only one legally allowed to practise her dark art, because she practised it on her employer’s behalf: the Bow Street Runners. They were happy to bend the law when it suited them. The Runners’ hypocrisy was only part of the reason Alice hated them.


‘You’re not how I’d pictured you,’ drawled Mawkin as she planted her whisky glass down next to the hat. She shook out her bobbed brown hair and leaned back, legs outstretched and dusty boots crossed at the ankle.


‘You’re . . . exactly how I’d pictured you,’ Alice murmured.


Mawkin’s eyes glinted with amusement. She turned to greet August and snorted when she saw him hunched over an absurd strawberry vodka. It was decorated with a paper umbrella, a spray of tinsel and a glacé cherry on a cocktail stick.


‘Don’t ever ask me why I won’t mentor you again,’ she said when he slid the cherry off the cocktail stick and grinned at her.


‘I know, I know,’ he said, popping the cherry into his mouth and shoving the paper umbrella into his hair at a jaunty angle. ‘With my wholesome good looks and sunny disposition, I don’t uphold the dark glamour of necromancy.’


‘Necromancy is a serious business, by serious people,’ said Mawkin, ‘and that is not a serious drink.’ She reached for her whisky, swirling the glass between two fingers. ‘But the blue umbrella does bring out your eyes.’


She turned to Alice.


‘Spit it out then,’ said Mawkin, getting straight to the point of their meeting. ‘You wanted some information from me, but you already have a necromancer friend. So what do you think I know that he doesn’t?’ She gestured at August.


Alice paused, considering her answer. ‘August . . . has a more localized knowledge of necromancy. He knows what he’s personally experienced, but anything outside that . . .’ She trailed away.


Mawkin raised a sardonic eyebrow and looked to the blond necromancer for his reaction.


August shrugged. ‘In my defence, I’m a man of action. Practical. Good with my hands.’ He winked, and Mawkin snorted. ‘I don’t do books and theory; I do whispering to the right people and pricking up my ears at doors.’


He was right. August always managed to find information by devious means; he preferred second-hand information to putting in the hours required to find it first-hand, with research and books and study. It was why Mawkin – twenty years older and the epitome of battle-scarred wisdom – had so far refused to mentor him. And yet, August could do things Mawkin couldn’t. He hadn’t, however, known the answer to Alice’s question. Maybe Mawkin wouldn’t either, but Alice had to try.


Alice leaned in closer, anticipation making her hands shake. This was it. This was the moment that could release her from her burden and fix everything. ‘I want to know . . . how to shut it off.’


Mawkin blinked. ‘You’ve lost me,’ she said at last. ‘Shut what off?’


‘I want to know how a necromancer can cut off their legacy,’ said Alice, a desperate edge to her voice. ‘Make it . . . make it dormant. Repel whatever death-related gifts they have.’


August threw her a sympathetic look. This was why he’d brought her here: he knew she wanted rid of her father’s biology. He’d seen her distress the night Jen died.


‘You want to know if a necromancer can neuter themselves?’ clarified Mawkin.


‘Yes,’ said Alice, relieved. ‘Exactly that.’


Mawkin’s gaze slid from Alice to August and back again. ‘And this is, what? Theory? You’re not a necromancer, Wyndham, so who are you asking for?’


There was a long pause. So few people knew the truth, and Mawkin couldn’t be added to the short list. As the daughter of the Grim Reaper himself, Alice wasn’t, technically, a necromancer, but it was close enough. She swallowed the lump in her throat.


‘I think she’s a late bloomer,’ said August. ‘You can sense there’s something there, can’t you? Some touch of the morbid about her?’


Alice flinched at his description but Mawkin didn’t respond.


‘She’s a necromancer with a repressed gift,’ August lied smoothly. ‘That’s why I brought her to you.’


‘And, let me get this straight, you don’t want me to mentor her to allow these gifts to blossom – you want me to tell her how to shut it off?’ said Mawkin, turning from him to Alice. ‘That’s what you want me to believe?’


Alice held Mawkin’s challenging gaze.


‘Supposing you are a necromancer,’ said Mawkin after a moment, ‘and until now you’ve repressed your gift, either by design or chance, then why not . . . explore it? Under the Runners’ radar?’


Alice shook her head impatiently. Mawkin was wasting time with the lie they’d sold her.


‘I don’t want it,’ Alice whispered, the look in her eye growing more haunted as she spoke. ‘I don’t want a death legacy. I can feel it, crawling under my skin, and I want it out.’


She stared at Mawkin, a silent plea in her eyes. She needed Mawkin to believe her. She needed to quash her father’s deadly legacy, to remove its influence.


‘There’s nothing wrong with being a necromancer,’ said Mawkin, and Alice held her breath. Did that mean that Mawkin had bought it? She didn’t dare look at August.


Mawkin gestured around the clubhouse. ‘Look. These people are happy enough. They know who they are; they’ve accepted what they’re capable of. There’s no shame in necromancy.’


‘But no one else has accepted it,’ said Alice with conviction. ‘They’re hiding in here, hoping the Runners don’t charge through the door and throw them into Newgate Prison. The Council hasn’t accepted it; their laws make necromancy illegal. And I don’t have to accept this either. I don’t want it.’


‘Necromancy is illegal,’ said Mawkin, taking a swig of her whisky. ‘Necromancers are not.’


Alice exhaled, trying to project an air of calm, and reached for her drink. She was shaking, and she couldn’t tell any more if it was the fever or her nerves. ‘Semantics.’


‘Not semantics,’ said Mawkin. ‘It’s the difference between freedom and persecution. We don’t pick the gifts we’re born with. It’s only exercising them that’s restricted.’


‘Not for you,’ said Alice. Mawkin, after all, was permitted to use them in her work for the Runners. It was a wonder she was welcome in The Necropolis at all; she worked for the people who harassed the other clientele. Mawkin played the game well, however, using the Runners to benefit her fellow necromancers when she could.


‘Point accepted,’ said Mawkin. She gave Alice a shrewd look. ‘You’re not a necromancer, Wyndham.’ Alice opened her mouth to protest, but Mawkin went on. ‘You’re not. You don’t smell like one of us. But there is something . . .’ Her eyes narrowed.


‘So you can’t help her?’ asked August, interrupting Mawkin’s train of thought with a quick glance at Alice.


She flashed him a grateful smile. She didn’t want Mawkin to study her too closely – an experienced necromancer who might somehow sense the impossible truth about her identity.


Mawkin dipped her finger into her drink and drew a whisky circle over the tabletop.


‘No,’ she said. ‘Sorry to disappoint.’


Alice tensed. August had thought there might be a chance, and she’d latched on to the possibility, but if Mawkin was telling the truth . . . Alice’s eyes dropped to Mawkin’s wrists, searching desperately, willing her aviarist sight to kick in . . . There. The glowing cord linking the necromancer to her nightjar suddenly flared across Alice’s vision. Her gaze swept up from the pulsing cord wrapped around Mawkin’s wrist – which no one but Alice could see – to the small nightjar nestled against Mawkin’s neck.


The bird’s mahogany feathers were a mixture of plain and tightly patterned, but they appeared frayed at the edges. Its beak was wickedly sharp and its shining black eyes were unblinking. It studied Alice carefully, like an army general watching the enemy from a distance. Alice scrutinized it in return with growing anguish. Mawkin was telling the truth.


‘Necromancers can choose not to use their legacy,’ said Mawkin, oblivious to Alice’s distress, ‘but despite what the Runners might want, we can’t amputate it.’


Alice inhaled sharply and looked away, frustration biting deep into her stomach. As the daughter of the Lord of Death, she didn’t have death magic; she was death. Simply not using the legacy wasn’t enough. It was a part of her she had to cut loose. There had to be a way.


‘I thought Crowley was keeping you leashed in the attic,’ Mawkin told August.


August threw her a lazy grin. ‘Day release for good behaviour.’


Alice had tensed at the mention of Crowley’s name. It wasn’t that she’d forgotten Mawkin was one of his only friends – or maybe friend was the wrong word. Confidante. Ally. Their paths occasionally crossed at Bow Street Station; Crowley was a thief-taker, skilled in finding stolen goods and employed by the Runners when they were desperate.


‘Haven’t seen much of him around lately,’ said Mawkin. ‘He okay?’


‘Same old, same old,’ said August with a shrug.


Mawkin nodded contemplatively and turned to Alice. After a moment, Mawkin’s eyes seemed to darken and her mouth thinned.


‘Make yourself useful, Rhone,’ she said to August. ‘Go get us another round of drinks.’


‘You haven’t finished your—’ he started.


‘The grown-ups want to talk,’ said Mawkin. She downed the whisky in one and shoved the glass at his chest. ‘Give us two minutes.’


August hesitated, but Alice nodded her agreement and he left.


‘I knew you smelled wrong,’ said Mawkin. ‘Does he know?’ She gestured at August, who was talking to the bartender. ‘Does anyone? Crowley?’


Alice shook her head. ‘No. And I don’t want it becoming common knowledge . . . please.’


Mawkin sighed and ran a hand through her hair. ‘Shit.’


They lapsed into a thick silence before Alice broke it. ‘You’re sure there’s no way to cut out—’


‘You can’t outrun death,’ said Mawkin.


Alice swallowed. ‘But maybe if—’


‘You can’t outrun death,’ she repeated. ‘I’m sorry. But I can’t help you. It’s not a necromancer you need, it’s a doctor.’ She paused, her face softening. ‘Are you afraid? There’s no need. I have a better idea than most about what comes next. If you want to talk about—’


‘I don’t,’ Alice said quickly.


Mawkin frowned. ‘Some people find it therapeutic to spend some time putting their affairs in order so that—’


Alice shoved herself to her feet. ‘I don’t have time,’ she said bitterly.


Mawkin graced her with a slow, thoughtful nod. ‘Then I’m sorry. Look, if my advice is worth anything to you . . .’ She sighed. ‘Tell them the truth. Let them take care of you.’


Alice’s mouth tightened and she shook her head. She didn’t want to hear any more. Platitudes and sympathy were no use to her at all. Mawkin couldn’t help her. Her options were now limited to just one.


‘Thank you,’ said Alice, snatching up her coat, ‘for your time.’


Her head was throbbing, making the room pulse around her. She threw Mawkin a meaningful nod and strode away, past a startled August.


You can’t outrun death.
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What had begun in Ireland had crept up on her with increasing speed. A new tremor in her hands. A now-relentless shortness of breath. Her hold on gravity slipping as rooms spun around her like ballroom dancers, leaving her to slump suddenly into a chair, clutching her head until the world was right side up again. Sporadic episodes, spaced weeks apart to begin with but growing more frequent, spiralling into fevers and headaches and the nagging certainty that some part of her biology was faulty.


Her lifestyle was too busy, Doctor Burke had said on the second and third appointments. She needed to take yet more iron tablets and slow down. But she was slowing down – even her heartbeat had grown irregular, like an offbeat drummer who couldn’t keep pace with the lead singer. The worst of it was the days when everything seemed to require so much effort. When the tiredness was so bone-deep she wanted to give up, to let it take her. She’d kept her parents in the dark about the extent of her symptoms, but they had been so concerned in the end that they’d pushed her to return to the Rookery, seeking a cure. And instead she’d found a definitive diagnosis.


This thing inside her – her biological father’s legacy, her DNA, or whatever it was – was corrupting her. Overwhelming her. He had loaded so much death on her shoulders it was killing her. And Mawkin had dashed her penultimate throw of the dice. She couldn’t sever his deathly legacy; she was sinking under the weight of it. Alice was dying.


You can’t outrun death?


Alice sighed as she stepped out into the night.


Just watch me.
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‘Slow down!’


The city blurred past as Alice rushed along the pavement. To prevent the Runners from gaining a foothold on its true location, the entrance to The Necropolis was not fixed in place. In the Rookery, a door could lead not to another room but to thousands of possible rooms, depending on where you wished to go. Some of the publicly operated doorways opened to entirely different places dependent on the time or the day of the week – and travel was sometimes like waiting for the right bus.


So it was that Alice found herself in a different neighbourhood to the one she’d travelled through to reach the secretive clubhouse. Here, there were fewer houses and more shuttered shops. One of the Rookery’s more well-known pubs occupied the corner of a tight road, and she paused at the junction. The raucous laughter spilling out from The Rook’s Nest was in stark contrast to the secrecy of The Necropolis; no one in this drinking den was concerned about being discovered by the Runners.


A woman smoking outside the pub, glass of wine in hand, was peering irritably at a lantern on the pub’s wall. The light inside was sputtering uselessly. With a roll of her eyes, she downed her drink and put her hand over the empty wine glass. The air above rippled with heat, and in the next moment, flames began to lick at her palms. She removed her hand and placed the glass of fire on the windowsill, where it cast a warm glow over the white paintwork. She noticed Alice staring, and nodded with drunken satisfaction at her makeshift new lantern.


Alice put her head down and hurried across the road, turning into a narrow side street of more upmarket shops. She passed the darkened windows of E. M. Saphier: Shoemaker, The Belladonna Bookshop and Dashwood’s Fireplaces, splashed with a sign saying, Coal too messy? Firewood too smoky? Electricity too expensive? Heat your home with our no-fuel fireplaces! Finest House Ilmarinen Craftsmanship – prices starting at only fifty sovereigns! The last on the row was Barrett’s Musical Instruments, trying to entice customers with a sandwich board chained up outside, offering Self-playing instruments for the busy musician. Something to suit every magical legacy – clarinets, guitars, ocarinas and rainmakers – just ask!


‘Alice, wait!’ shouted August from behind. ‘For God’s sake, I’m a smoker. I don’t have the lung capacity for a city-wide chase.’


She turned another corner and found herself standing in front of Mowbray’s Perfumery, the moonlight glancing off rows of glass bottles in the window. A sign stretched above them announced a discount on Mowbray’s famous poppy and lavender water for members of House Mielikki. Typical. Even the shops showed favouritism here.


Alice sighed and rested her back against the window, her coat clutched in her arms. She’d grown to love this strange city, despite its foibles and its nepotism. The Rookery had been built as a sanctuary for the Väki, a magical race of people who had been fleeing the persecution they’d suffered in their native Finnish homeland during the Crusades. Their descendants had claimed this space for themselves and founded a city on it. For hundreds of years, as the city had grown, they had modelled its architecture on London, right up until the 1930s. Buildings demolished in London lived on in the Rookery. Newgate Prison, Christchurch Greyfriars, Baynard’s Castle . . . The Rookery housed the brick-and-mortar ghosts of London’s past.


Alice arched her neck to peer again at the perfumery’s sign – 10% reduction for House Mielikki! – and shook her head. The original four Finnish master builders who had created the Rookery were called Ilmarinen, Pellervoinen, Ahti and, of course, Mielikki. Each had an affinity for certain forms of magic and had formed their own Houses for those who shared their legacies. Those skilled with water were typically members of House Ahti. Pellervoinen welcomed the architects, the wielders of stone and brick and the talented travellers of the doorways. Ilmarinen was for the metalworkers and fire-wielders, and House Mielikki took those skilled with flora and fauna.


The reason Mowbray’s poppy and lavender water was so famous was because they’d used the magic of their House to enhance it. The scent was said to be so blissfully relaxing the Runners had tested it to ensure it wasn’t illegal opium. Far from dampening Mowbray’s sales, they’d subsequently rocketed.


‘What did Mawkin say?’ puffed August, finally catching her up.


‘Nothing,’ she said, pushing off from the shop window. Her balance swayed for a moment and her fingers tightened on the coat for support. ‘Mawkin can’t help,’ she continued, starting off down the road. ‘Tonight was a waste of time.’


He raced ahead of her and spun round, blocking her path.


‘Alice, this stuff about your dad – look, your DNA is the least important part of you,’ he said, putting his hands on her shoulders. ‘Whatever demons you’re wrestling, you—’


‘I am the demon,’ she said with a dark laugh. She shrugged him off and stumbled away, feeling off-kilter. It was no use August counselling her; he didn’t know that her father’s genes were actually poisoning her – no one did. She couldn’t bring herself to tell him, because telling him meant telling Crowley. Crowley had sacrificed his sister for Alice – and for what? Alice was dying anyway.


‘If you keep racing away, eventually I’m going to stop chasing you,’ August called after her.


She ignored him and turned the corner into a residential street. Sandwiched between two houses was a tiny tobacconist’s with a green door, which she intended on opening.


There was a muffled curse and then pounding footsteps from behind. August caught up with her, wheezing like a busted accordion. She stopped by the metal railings of a house and leaned against them. A flash of pain shot through her arm and she stumbled away, rubbing the sting from her elbow with an angry hiss.


August nodded at the railings. ‘Sadistic bastards, aren’t they? House Ilmarinen’s newest home security invention – electric shocks running right through the iron. They only work against non-members.’


Alice nodded, barely listening. Her breath was too shallow and her tongue buzzed with pins and needles. Not a good sign. It usually meant a dizzy spell was incoming. She turned her face from August and closed her eyes, trying to push away the light-headedness. Breathe.


‘What aren’t you telling me?’ he asked.


Her eyes flicked open to find him frowning down at her.


‘August,’ she said wearily, ‘there are a million things I’m not telling you. Because I don’t have to. I’m not your landlord and you aren’t renting the space in my head.’


He nodded, and reached for his tobacco box. ‘Speaking of landlords, Crowley—’


‘No,’ she said. ‘No Crowley. You promised, and I’m holding you to it.’


He sighed. ‘All right. Let me walk you back to the university.’


Alice raised a sardonic eyebrow. She’d been living in staff accommodation at Goring University for months; she certainly didn’t need August’s help to get back there. If she had to pause on the way, to slide down a wall and sit with her head on her knees, catching her breath and trying to push the stars from her eyes, then she didn’t want an audience. She’d managed to keep her bouts of illness hidden from her other friends, Sasha and Jude, during their monthly catch-ups, and she didn’t plan on slipping up now. There was no point burdening anyone else with this – no one could help her.


‘What?’ said August. ‘Let me walk you. It’s late, it’s dark, and this city’s no safer than London.’


Her mouth quirked involuntarily. He was worried about her safety? Hers?


‘I don’t know how to tell you this, August, but a year ago, I almost destroyed this city and everyone in it,’ she said, a hint of exasperation in her tone. ‘If my death awaits me down a Rookery alleyway, I won’t be greeting it with a scream – I’ll be greeting it with twenty-odd years of missing Father’s Day cards.’


She was aiming for flippancy. Sometimes, if she pretended at breeziness, it was enough to stop her from dwelling on the skin-crawling guilt about Marble Arch and her part in Jen’s death.


August lit his cigarette and waved away the smoke with a breezy hand. ‘Fine,’ he said. ‘Then you walk me back to the university.’


He grinned at her and reached for the green door of the tobacconist’s. As he pulled it open, a gust of chilled air poured over them, pinching her cheeks. The open door didn’t lead to the tiny shop’s interior; it led to the void, a dark, barren space between worlds, a corridor like a wind tunnel between the twin cities of London and the Rookery. Alice sighed into the cool air, enjoying the momentary relief. But then it was too much – too cold for her fever to cope with. She shivered, hugged the coat against her chest and stepped through the doorway.


Wind drove into her limbs, chipping away at her skin. She shook out the coat and rammed her arms into the sleeves as August stepped in behind her. He swung the door shut, plunging them into blackness, and when her fingers reached out to check, the door they’d used for entry had vanished. Unable to see, August rested a hand on her elbow, and with the other she sensed him groping at the air for a new door handle. Billowing gusts ruffled her hair and she bowed her head into the pressure. There was a click, and the newly formed door flew open, framing August as he stepped out of the void and onto a worn grass track. Alice took a moment to steady herself before joining him.


‘Wasted a cigarette,’ August grunted, flicking ash off his jumper. ‘Bugger it. Come on then.’


Regimented fir trees surrounded them; clutches of vibrant purple geraniums and bluebells grew thickly at their bases. The lawned university gardens rolled outwards, a colourful riot of scented wildflowers and manicured trees.


The door they had exited – a glossy black door with an iron ring – belonged to an old janitor’s storeroom several miles away from the tobacconist’s. Alice found it strange that she didn’t consider travelling to be noteworthy any more. The ability to move across the city in minutes, reducing miles to inches . . . It was odd how quickly her mind had expanded to make it part of her normal reality.


‘What do you mean, “come on”?’ said Alice with a tired grin. ‘This is where your night ends. You can’t come back to my room.’


He frowned. ‘Why? I’m not planning to steal your virtue.’


‘Rules of using staff accommodation,’ she said. ‘No overnight visitors on campus and no sub-letting.’


He rolled his eyes. ‘Well I’ve never been a stickler for rules and I’ve no plans to start now.’


She shook her head. ‘Goodnight, August.’


‘Will you be okay?’ he asked, brow furrowed.


She hesitated, her mouth curving into a brittle smile. ‘Of course I will. But thanks. For tonight – for trying.’


‘You said it yourself: it was a waste of time,’ he said, scratching at his straw-like hair. He found the blue paper umbrella still nestled behind his ear and plucked it out.


‘Yes,’ said Alice. ‘But I needed to hear it. I needed to know what my options are.’


Only one option now.


August glanced up at the towering university building. ‘You could come back with me, you know. To Coram House. You could just . . . come home.’


Alice exhaled shakily. Home? How quaint. She’d lost every home she’d ever had: her old flat in London with Jen, the family home she’d grown up in in Henley, her parents’ newest cottage in Mayo.


Alice turned away. She had no home.


‘Night, August,’ she said, moving off through the grass. ‘And thanks – I mean it.’


Goring University’s sprawling campus was made up of imposing stone buildings and cobbled patios next to rolling lawns and wild mulberry gardens. Alice worked in the Magellan Institute, on the ground floor of the Cavendish Building, one of the four edifices that formed a quadrangle around a large cobbled square. The other university buildings were Sydenham, Whiston and Arlington.


Arlington – home of the humanities faculty – was the first place she’d ever seen in the Rookery, a limestone structure with a domed roof and two jutting wings. One wing housed a two-storey library, while the other held the dining hall on the ground floor and the staff accommodation on the second. She’d been lucky enough to be offered housing when she’d accepted the job; vacancies were like gold dust, but a previous tenant had recently died and they’d wasted no time in finding a replacement.


An unpleasant thought came to her before she had time to extinguish it . . . How quickly would they find her replacement if she died? Her shoulders slumped and she trudged onwards, desperate to rest her aching limbs and put the whole night to bed.


[image: image]


Alice gripped the edge of the sink so tightly her fingers blanched. The wave of nausea grew, a soft ache in her abdomen sharpening into a stabbing cramp. She squeezed her eyes shut and gritted her teeth. I should be used to this by now. Her shoulders bunched in anticipation as the spasms knifed her stomach, the pain clawing itself higher. Muscles clenching and unclenching, she leaned into the agony, pressing into the edge of the basin. Here it comes. The pain twisted and burrowed deeper, needling into her senses. She gasped and her eyes flew open. The toilet cubicle see-sawed around her. Her chest heaved. A jet of hot bile shot up her throat and splattered the porcelain. Her stomach cramped again and she shuddered. Blisters of sweat beaded on her forehead and she snatched a quick breath. And again.


She retched, brown hair swaying over the sink with every tremor, but her stomach was empty. Then she spun the taps with trembling fingers and washed away the foul residue. She straightened up and leaned against the bathroom mirror, her back cooling on the reflective glass.


A harsh buzz from the doorbell announced an early visitor, and Alice wiped her mouth on a towel. She staggered into her bedroom, stripping off her pyjamas and squinting up at her clock. It was barely 8 a.m.


‘Give me a minute,’ she managed. Pulling on a pair of work trousers and a shirt, she lumbered over to the door and swung it open.


A young woman – athletic, with platinum-blonde hair pulled back into a ponytail – was standing in the doorway with a bored expression. Her sailor pants and fitted floral blouse reminded Alice of something a pre-war model might wear on her day off; they were pristine next to Alice’s rumpled outfit.


‘I’m here for my book,’ she said.


Alice frowned, momentarily confused.


‘Holly?’ she murmured. ‘What are you . . .?’


The visitor took advantage of her disorientation to move past her, into the room. She peered around Alice’s quarters with interest.


Like the other four staff lodgings on this part of the floor, it was small, with a kitchen-diner open to the bedroom, and the very definition of utilitarian. The magnolia walls were bare and the wooden furniture was solid and unfussy. Old kitchen appliances were stacked by the window; their yellowed plastic suggested they’d been purchased in the 1970s, which made them positively youthful compared to the age of everything else in the Rookery.


When she’d moved in, there hadn’t been anything for Alice to eat on, so she’d persuaded the janitor, Eugene Reilly, to let her have the broken flip-top desk and chairs he’d been storing in his outhouse. The room’s only extravagances were the huge window that overlooked the gardens near the Whiston Building, a small shelf for her sketchbooks and the avocado-coloured carpet, which was so thick she lost her toes in the pile. She was also lucky enough to have her own toilet – though she did have to use the communal bathroom for showering. Alice didn’t care about the cramped size or the terrible furniture; she loved the lodging because it was hers. What she didn’t love was having it invaded by the second-most-abrasive person in the Rookery – the first, of course, being Crowley.


Alice’s lips thinned as Holly moved towards the chest of drawers, which was cluttered with personal belongings: Alice’s hairbrush; a small ring box her mum had given her when she’d left Ireland; her main sketchbook, filled with dozens of annotated nightjars; and a cricket bat. The bat had been mouldering in the humanities faculty’s lost property box; she’d claimed it because owning something capable of smashing skulls had seemed common sense for a woman who lived alone.


Holly’s green eyes swept over the mess and Alice eased past her, tipped the ring box into the top drawer, tossed the hairbrush onto the bed and stacked the rest more neatly. She threw Holly a challenging look, waiting for the anticipated remark about her untidiness.


‘Are you pregnant?’ asked Holly, studying her with a raised eyebrow.


Alice’s mouth dropped open. ‘What?’


Holly shrugged. ‘The walls are thin. I heard you throwing up and it’s early. Do you have morning sickness?’


Alice was too shocked to reply.


‘If you’re pregnant, you’ll have to rescind your application. You can’t sit the test; it’s dangerous for the baby.’


‘There is no baby,’ said Alice. ‘I’m not pregnant, Holly. I’m ill, for God’s sake, that’s all.’


Holly’s eyes drifted over her, coolly assessing. Finally, she gave a sharp nod. ‘Fine then. I’m here for my book.’


Alice turned away, careening a little as the room tilted with her – a movement that did not go unnoticed by her visitor. Holly Mowbray was her next-door neighbour. A standoffish twenty-something, just a few years younger than Alice, who worked in the Faculty of Medical Sciences. It was an appropriate place for her to work: Alice had never met anyone so clinical. In ordinary circumstances, their paths might never have crossed. However, alongside the fact that they shared a corridor and a party wall, they had both applied for membership of House Mielikki.


There was no chance at all that Holly would fail in her bid. She was the youngest of the Mowbray family, who were not just a dynasty of talented perfumers and herbalists but also one of House Mielikki’s most prominent families.


The success of Alice’s bid was much less guaranteed. Her skills as an aviarist were utterly distinct from the House system. Aviarists didn’t inherit their magical gift, and they had no specific House. Like necromancers, they were a genetic accident. Though some anomalies, like August, had found a conventional home; his water legacy had recently won him a place in House Ahti. And Alice knew she had the same potential. There was no doubt she had Mielikki’s legacy – but whether it was strong enough to win her a place in the House was another matter.


A vision floated across her memory of the ivy she’d conjured to swaddle her parents’ house in Mayo: at her touch, its waxy star-shaped leaves had unfurled from strong vines, wrapping around the stone to whimsical effect. Alice had been so proud; the place had been rundown when they’d moved in but they’d revived it together. Growing ivy over the old walls had been the finishing touch. And then the vision was swept away, replaced by the memory of daisies rotting between her fingers and, soon after, the ivy withering on the brickwork, its stems turning brittle and thin. As Alice had sickened, so had the plants she’d grown.


‘Did you make this?’ asked Holly, moving to examine the ornate window frame.


Alice frowned, distracted. ‘What?’


‘Did you make this?’ Holly repeated slowly.


‘Oh. Yes,’ she said. ‘A fortnight ago.’


The frame’s design had been as plain as the rest of the room when she’d first arrived, but Alice had spent months practising on it like a canvas as she researched her potential.


She’d worked hard – coaxing life from its surface until whip-thin branches had sprung from the knots of wood, teasing and curling them into entwined swirls and laying them flat around the window with their leaves artfully fashioned either side. It hadn’t been her intention, but from a certain angle, it looked like a piece of living baroque architecture, all theatrical leaf scrolls and winding branches.


The labour had become part of her training. Her application to join House Mielikki would involve an entrance test and Alice had to sharpen both her reflexes and her understanding of their legacy. She allowed her eyes to trace the window frame, still miraculously bursting with life weeks after she’d grown it: proof she was capable of creating as well as destroying; proof that she was more than an architect of death.


‘It’s good,’ Holly offered grudgingly. ‘Except here,’ she said, turning a vine over and directing Alice’s gaze towards it. ‘The leaves are starting to crisp and curl at the edges. It’s drying out. Or dying out. One or the other,’ she said casually as Alice’s stomach clenched. ‘You should redo it before it spreads.’


There was a heavy pause. Holly stared curiously at Alice, taking in the dark circles ringing her brown eyes, her dull hair and too-thin face. Alice’s vanity had become laughably unimportant to her lately. She wondered what Crowley would make of her now.


‘You look like there should be a plague cross on your door,’ said Holly finally.


‘Thanks.’


‘Whatever you’ve got – is it contagious?’ she asked, a note of concern creeping into her voice. Not concern for Alice, of course. Holly had all the warmth of an iceberg – specifically, the iceberg that had downed the Titanic.


‘No.’ Alice pulled a tight smile. ‘You’re safe enough, don’t worry.’


Holly raised a sceptical eyebrow. ‘So what’s wrong with you then?’


‘Nothing,’ Alice murmured, wiping moisture from her top lip. ‘Look,’ she said, ‘the book you’ve come for . . . Which one was it?’


Holly moved away from the window, turning on the spot, her eyes searching. ‘Dugdale’s Exercises in Advanced Blooming,’ she said. ‘I need it by this afternoon. Lester wants to quiz me on it.’ She tutted. ‘As if I can’t already recite the whole book backwards and forwards in my sleep.’


Lester was Holly’s mentor. Every candidate applying for membership of a House was assigned one. The idea had been introduced about two decades before in an apparent bid to make the membership process more democratic, to ensure that no candidate was disadvantaged by their lack of House experience. Holly had little need of a mentor; she’d been primed for membership since birth.
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