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Dawn stained the eastern sky above Thrush’s Green shell pink, dew spangled the village’s clipped lawns and immaculate front gardens, and across the cobblestoned main road, Wilhelmina Price could see Jenny Bright’s soul leaving her body.

The first thin, smokelike tendrils had just begun to drift from Jenny’s eyes and mouth and nose, obscuring her features from a distance. She stood speaking with Mrs. Grey, the postmistress, entirely unaware of the process occurring within her, oblivious to the fate only Wilhelmina could detect. Within a day or two, Jenny Bright would be dead. Within hours, it would look, to Wil, as if she walked within a cloud of fog, blanketed in the shroud of her own departing soul.

How human spirits sensed when death was in the offing, Wil couldn’t say. She only knew that they did.

Catching sight of Wil, Jenny pointedly turned aside. She was pretty in a faded, careworn fashion and had been a friend of Wil’s mother. Wil tried not to let the snub sting and carried on down the road. Her deathsense had earned her no friends among the villagers—they viewed her at best as an unknown who ought to be kept at arm’s length, and at worst as an object of suspicion and scorn. Wil knew better than to stop or speak to Jenny now, for if she did, the hollow guilt gnawing at her insides might get the better of her. She might try to offer a warning, and it never went well when she did. Three times now, she’d tried to say something, anything, that might ward off an impending death. It had never done any good, in every case casting a terrible shadow over the doomed party’s last day and stirring up ill feelings and bitterness toward Wil in those they left behind. Wil half believed the deaths she foresaw were a matter of destiny—that once a soul began its departure, it could not be halted. She’d certainly never succeeded in arresting one as it drifted off to the haunted halfway place some spirits inhabited.

Even late spring in Thrush’s Green was not enough to dissipate the gloom that foreseeing Jenny Bright’s fate had cast over Wil. She walked onward, out of the village proper and down a quiet country lane, before slipping through a gap in the hedgerow. Beyond it lay a beech wood, where Wil waded through a sea of ferny undergrowth, the air a glory of shifting golden-green light. The woods that fringed the village’s old millpond were redolent with birdsong and warm breezes, the ground soft beneath Wil’s sensible galoshes, and she thought how unlikely it all seemed. How impossible, even, that within earshot of this lovely place, her own mother had met her end and Wil’s uneasy bond with the dead and dying had begun, brought about in some inexplicable way by her mother’s passing.

Letting out a slow breath, she squared her shoulders and tried to shake off her melancholy. Today, at least, was for the living.

As if to confirm the sentiment, the clarion song of a train whistle rang out, signaling the earliest stop at Thrush’s Halt. Reaching the edge of a clearing carpeted with fading bluebells, Wil spread a blanket over the damp ground and settled herself to wait. She smoothed her handed-down, made-over skirt, ran careless fingers through her mop of sunny curls, and attempted to calm the nervous wings fluttering to life in her stomach. It was foolish to be anxious over this, and yet she was, every time. She always thought, deep down, that perhaps he wouldn’t come. Perhaps he’d finally realized how very unlikely their long friendship was and decided to leave it behind, along with the rest of childhood’s outgrown objects and pastimes.

“Hello,” a surprised voice said from the edge of the clearing. “You’ve gone and cut off your hair. The new fashion rather suits you.”

Relief flooded Wil, sweet as spring rain. Scrambling up, she hurried to meet the boy striding toward her, the pair of them stopping before each other at the clearing’s heart. The new arrival looked entirely incongruous in the woods, dressed in a school jacket and tie, and he peered owlishly at Wil from behind a pair of thick spectacles. But his gray eyes were kind, and his earnest face more familiar than her own reflection.

“Welcome back,” Wil said, unable to hide how pleased she was to see him. Not that it mattered—he knew her well enough to catch when she was biting back a smile, anyhow. “How was term?”

Edison Summerfield shrugged. “Oh, you know. Bit of this, bit of that. I’d say I’m happy to be home, but we both know I’m only ever particularly happy to see you.”

For a moment they stood in silence, a little space between them, taking a measure of each other. Wil was struck by the thought that Ed seemed vaguely worried, an impression that only grew more acute as a slight frown crossed his face. But then it was gone, and he dropped his valise and went to her. Wil stepped unhesitatingly into Edison’s arms, and they held each other tight, as if their closeness might erase the past months of separation.

“It’s very lonely when you’re gone,” Wil confessed, her voice muffled against his jacket. “I miss you.”

“Poor old thing. Have they been awful to you?”

“No,” Wil said. “It’s not that. Mostly no one speaks to me at all.”

“I’ve got an entirely different problem,” Ed said wryly. “I can’t get people to stop speaking to me. You’re socially maladjusted, Summerfield. You ought to be making connections, public school is for friendships that last a lifetime. Someday I shall shock them all and tell them no one at school’s to my taste, and that the best friend I’ve got is our butler’s granddaughter.”

Wil pulled away and fixed him with a stern look. “You wouldn’t.”

“No.” He offered her a rueful half smile by way of a peace offering. “I never would. It might make things difficult for you and your grandfather, and we can’t have that.”

“Well, come and show me what you’ve brought me,” Wil demanded, retreating to her blanket beneath the spreading branches of a venerable beech.

Retrieving his valise, Edison joined her and handed over a stack of nearly a dozen books. “You’ve got last term’s Latin and Greek, an Old Norse primer, all of Trollope’s Barsetshire novels, and geometry, because it was a nightmare and if I had to learn it, then you do too.”

“Perfection,” Wil said with a happy sigh, beginning to leaf through Edison’s dog-eared Latin text.

“There’s lots of Horace in there,” he told her. “You’ll like it. And here—I’ve brought what you’re owed.”

Ed dropped a fat envelope onto the pages of the Latin text, which Wil opened at once. Inside were banknotes, which she counted shrewdly.

“You do know I count those for you before leaving school?” Edison said, sounding vaguely put out. “I’d make it my problem if anyone was trying to cheat you.”

“I know you don’t like cheating,” Wil teased lightly. “But you have to admit, I’ve made a pretty penny off your schoolfellows—odious little rich boys passing off term papers I’ve written as their own.”

For several years Wil had, much to Edison’s chagrin, been running a tidy racket assisting Ed’s peers in their less-than-aboveboard academic endeavors. Via letter, she posed as a Summerfield cousin at Cambridge looking to make some extra money. She took perverse pleasure in perfectly fulfilling the role of the cash-strapped Mortimer Summerfield, and though Ed had always made it clear that he disapproved of Wil’s moonlighting, he also lacked the fortitude or determination to stop her once she’d truly set her mind on something.

Edison pulled a disgruntled face. “Firstly, none of the sort of people who hire you to do their work are my friends. Secondly, it’s frightening how convinced you have everyone that you’re some profligate but gifted toff reading classics at Trinity College. I don’t know how you can keep the details straight—you don’t even write these things down.”

“It’s all up here,” Wil said knowingly, tapping her forehead.

“And thirdly,” Edison went on, “I happen to be an odious little rich boy, so I’ll thank you not to paint us with such a broad brush.”

“Don’t be ridiculous,” Wil said, setting the envelope aside and returning to her Latin. “You know you’re the exception that proves the rule.”

“Well, if we’re having a day of exceptions…”

Ed spread himself out across the blanket and gave Wil a hopeful look. Rolling her eyes, she lifted the book she had gone back to poring over, leaving space for him to rest his head on her lap.

“Honestly,” she said, without glancing away from the page. “You ought to have outgrown this when we were seven.”

“Why? You’re comfortable.” Edison sounded offended. “You’re the only comfortable person I know. Everyone else is like… a thistle, wrapped in satin. You’re just you, which is much better.”

Wil chose to ignore him, as she always did when he bordered on becoming maudlin. It made her anxious, nearly as much as the thought that someday she might wait for Edison and find he’d decided not to come.

“Were you even paying attention when you translated this stanza?” she chided. “You’ve written ‘field’ when it ought to be ‘fold.’ They’re opposite things entirely.”

“They’re both farm-related,” Ed shot back. “How am I supposed to know about farm things? I haven’t done an hour of honest labor in my life, though I shouldn’t mind trying if I got the chance.”

“We’ll trade, shall we?” Wil said. “You can write papers for your peers by night, then darn my grandfather’s socks and do the washing and pull turnips by day, and I’ll enjoy a leisurely existence at the Grange.”

Ed’s good humor evaporated, his voice growing dark and preoccupied. “You wouldn’t like Wither Grange. It suffocates you. Wil?”

Wilhelmina’s heart sank. A small piece of her had been waiting for this moment all along. For the strangled hope behind her name, as Edison spoke it like a question.

“Yes?”

“I… could we try to talk to Peter?”

Ed sat up. His brown hair, which would have been slicked down respectably that morning, was mussed and untidy. It made him look younger, like an echo of the child Wil had befriended in the woods years ago. The uncertainty in his voice lit his eyes as well, and it cut at her. She wondered if he’d be as devoted to her memory as he was to his brother’s, if anything were to happen to her. She hoped he would—hoped so hard, it stole her breath. But sometimes she wasn’t sure. There’d been a new distance between them for the past year or so. Wil couldn’t say just when it had begun or what had caused it, but it haunted her, sure as any ghost.

“We can try,” she said softly. “But I don’t see why things would be different this time. The truth is, Ed, some souls just don’t linger, and even with those who do, most of them don’t want to speak.”

Edison looked down, suddenly absorbed in tugging at a loose thread on his jacket sleeve. “No, I know. But I want to try anyway.”

Setting her books aside, Wil shifted until she was facing him, both of them cross-legged on the blanket.

“Hands,” she told him, and Ed held them out to her. The motion had become like habit—for three years, Edison had been doggedly trying to reach his elder brother, Peter Summerfield, who’d died in the hellscape of France during the Great War. Wil found Ed’s loyalty both touching and commendable—she’d never met Peter, who was eighteen years their senior, but there must have been something remarkable in him to inspire such staunch devotion from Edison. Their efforts to reach Peter had never succeeded, and the failure rankled, a sole thorn between Wil and her one cherished friend. It hurt Wil because she wanted to give Ed what he so badly desired. It hurt Ed, she suspected, because despite his easy nature, he was unused to being denied a thing he really wished for.

And so he kept on pushing at the thorn.

In concert, the two shut their eyes. Wil took a series of steadying breaths, turning inward and dropping like a stone, down into that place inside her that sensed dying souls and the dead.

When she opened her eyes, Edison was gone.

Or rather, he was still there. Still sitting opposite her body, but in another place. She herself was the one who’d left, stepping out of her own skin into a shadowy other realm. This piece of it looked like the mill wood clearing, but faded, drained of color, all grays and blacks and dead browns. The trees were leafless, the ground bare, and not a breath of wind stirred the naked branches above. At the edge of the clearing, pervading the entire wood, a sort of fog swirled. Wil was practiced enough at this undertaking to know that it was no true mist but a multitude of half-formed spirits, most of whom would care little about her incursion into their realm. Wordless whispers rose from them, and she called out.

“I’m looking for Peter Summerfield. He lived here once, before his death. Has anybody seen him?”

The whispers grew louder, sharper, as the restless spirits considered her question. It would come to nothing, Wil knew. After a few moments the voices would die down, the mist would fade, and she’d find herself inexorably slipping back into her own body, a disappointment to Edison yet again.

Only this time things were different.

A cloud of mist separated itself from the rest of the fog at the clearing’s edge. As it drifted toward Wil, she had an impression of something that might once have been human at its heart, and yet not entirely human, either. The insubstantial limbs were too long, the face devoid of features save a gaping, misshapen mouth. It flickered in and out of being, taking form, then dissipating into mist, then swirling back together. Pulled to Wil as a moth to flame, the figure drew closer.

With her heart in her throat, she beckoned to it and let herself slip back into the province of the living, pulling the spirit with her like a lodestone.

In the mill wood clearing, Wil opened her eyes. The colors of the living world always seemed painfully bright to her after spending a brief time in the land of the dead. Ordinarily she couldn’t stay more than a minute or two—it was as if a tide tugged at her, some relentless force that drew her back to her own world. But Wil was able to slip through the crack between places just long enough that she could, sometimes, if the spirit was ready, lead something back with her.

Today something had been ready. Anticipation blazed through Wil like fire. Finally she’d managed the one thing Ed had always wanted.

The column of mist stirred between Edison and Wil, caught within the circle of their joined hands. Here, away from its own place, the soul at the mist’s heart seemed a many-jointed and grotesque thing, mouth gaping, long, spidery fingers reaching out for Ed and Wil, only to pass harmlessly through them. Edison had seen Wil summon souls before, yet he still went pale at the sight of this one.

“It’s only a spirit,” Wil reassured him quickly. “The dead can’t hurt you.”

Swallowing visibly, Ed nodded.

“Peter,” he began, his voice shaking. “I wanted to—”

But whatever he’d meant to say remained unsaid. The mist convulsed, and the being within it turned to Wil.

“Wilhelmina,” the soul called out, in a hollow and despairing woman’s voice. “Little lamb. Take care.”

Wil’s anticipation became a sickening sense of failure. Not Peter, then. Only her mother, Mabel Price, the first and least helpful of Wil’s ghosts, who’d served as a fretful and inconvenient guardian since the moment of her dying. Mabel spoke in cryptic warnings, forever afraid of things that did not come to pass, and though it felt like a betrayal to Wil, she could not help finding her mother’s sorrow wearing. Now Mabel’s presence and her anxious grief were doubly unwelcome.

“It’s not him,” Edison breathed, defeat underscoring his words.

In abject frustration, Wil tore her hands from Ed’s and pushed herself to her feet, the soul winking out of existence the moment she broke the circle between them. Stalking to the edge of the woods, Wil stared off into the empty spaces between the trees, angry tears burning at the backs of her eyes.

For five years now, the dead had plagued her, and what was the use of any of it? The deathsense that had blossomed in her like a midnight flower never served a purpose—never did what she wanted, never warded off illness or accident or disaster. The day before her mother’s death, Wil had watched Mabel’s soul leaving her, and it had been the first time she’d witnessed such a thing. Mabel’s departing spirit shrouded her in a veil of fog before the fatal moment had even arrived, and Wil said nothing, because she’d been young and afraid and had not yet understood. But when Mabel slipped into the millpond on a moonless night and drowned, only a handful of hours after Wil’s haunted foresight, she’d known.

She’d seen death before it came. She still did.

An image of Jenny Bright, soul departing her body, flashed through Wilhelmina’s mind.

“Wil,” Edison said, from just behind her. “It isn’t your fault.”

“No, it is,” she said bitterly. “I didn’t mean to give you false hope. That was my mother. She’s never come when there was someone else with me before, but I should have known she might, if we tried to speak with Peter here. It’s so close to the millpond, you know, where she…”

Ed was silent as Wil’s voice trailed off.

In her darkest moments, she felt as if everything since had been penance—a punishment for her failure to avert her mother’s death, when she’d been granted a sign to warn that it was coming.

“Can you look at me?” Edison asked.

With some reluctance, Wil turned, looking dolefully up at him through her lashes.

“Here.” Ed fished in his pocket and pulled out something wrapped in a clean handkerchief. “They had muffins for breakfast on the train. I brought you one.”

Wil sniffed. “Is it squashed?”

“Oh, probably,” Ed answered. “I’m sure I sat on it at some point. But it’ll still taste nice, and I haven’t got anything else to cheer you up with.”

Though she didn’t feel especially cheered, Wil took a bite of the muffin to please him, and after finding that it did taste nice, and was only somewhat squashed, proceeded to eat the rest of it. With the failure to summon Peter dampening their spirits, she and Edison packed up the books and blanket and wandered through the woods, until by and by, pieces of Wither Grange grew visible between the trees.

The Grange was a forbidding old place—all weathered gray stone, and halfway to a castle. Wil had been into the kitchen, and the butler’s study reserved for her grandfather’s use, but that was all. The rest was a mystery, though her grandfather, John Shepherd, told her it was an endless labyrinth of drafty, immaculately decorated rooms, stuffed with ancient family heirlooms and expensive objets d’art. It seemed entirely foreign to Wil, who had dim memories of a small tenant farm from when her father was still alive, and who’d lived in a snug rowhouse with her mother and grandfather, then with her grandfather alone, in the decade since.

Before the wood gave way to open country around the Grange, Wil and Ed stopped.

“I’m sorry about Peter,” Wil offered. “I wish I could reach him for you.”

Ed stuffed one hand into his pocket, the other gripping his valise. “I’m sorry too. Perhaps we’ll have better luck next time.”

Wil sighed, weary at the knowledge that he expected there to be a next time. She never asked why it meant so much to Edison to be able to speak with his brother, and he never offered an explanation. That, more than anything else, was the source of her hesitance—Ed was generally forthcoming, and both of them were honest with each other. She hated the idea of asking only to be lied to.

“Next time,” Wil said, forcing a smile.

They stood side by side, looking out at the Grange, and at last Edison nodded.

“Well, here I go. Time to beard the lions in their den. Surgite, and all that.”

The Summerfields’ motto, “Press on,” had always seemed made for him, and Wil waited, watching as he picked his way through the last of the trees.

“Oh, Wil.” Ed stopped and turned just before reaching the edge of the wood. “I do like your hair.”

In spite of herself Wil grinned, and Edison beamed back. They made it a habit to always part on good terms, even if they’d quarreled.

And yet, this time, Wil couldn’t help feeling that the shadow cast between them by her uncanny gifts had grown longer than ever.
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With his back to Wil, Ed carried resolutely on, crossing the parklike lawns and gardens that surrounded Wither Grange. He’d done well, he thought. He’d seemed careless and easy, and Wil had been her usual self, which meant, once again, she hadn’t managed to see through him. He’d succeeded in misleading her, making it seem as if things were just as they’d always been. Never mind that his heart was still going like a steam engine, his knees weak as water, his head full of cobwebs and sparks. During term, he forgot what it was like to be near her—how devastatingly hard he had to work just to give the impression of his old frank, uncomplicated enjoyment of her company.

There were, Ed knew, worse things in life than having the misfortune to fall in love with your best friend, but that plight was currently the worst thing in his.

Running a hand through his disheveled hair, he let out a helpless sound, halfway to a groan. It was all impossible. It would have been difficult enough to find words for everything he wanted to say if they were on equal footing, but Wil’s security and position in life came entirely by way of her grandfather’s service to Ed’s family. Edison was agonizingly aware of the disparity, and it meant he could never, never give voice to what he felt.

Not when he held all the cards, and Wil still waited for him the way she did, smiling and straightforward and empty-handed. He’d give up a limb before putting her in an unfair position, and so for over a year, Edison had kept the state of his unruly heart scrupulously hidden. It wasn’t his only secret—not by a long shot—but it was the one he guarded most jealously, and the thought of inadvertently betraying it kept him in a state of constant, low-grade panic.

Ahead of him, the Grange loomed larger and larger, diaphanous borders of mixed flowers hiding its ancient foundations. Ed ducked his head, refusing to glance up. He supposed he ought to feel some loyalty to the old place—some sense of duty and responsibility, as it was all to be his one day, now that Peter was gone. But homecoming only ever stirred resignation in Edison, a wearying sense of here we go again. It was why he went in through the back every time he returned. The house was still enormous and awe-inspiring and frightfully well maintained, if you went in for that sort of thing, but at least the back aspect looked lived-in, with the croquet lawn and swimming pool and paddocks. Kitty had carelessly left a cardigan lying out, draped over a privet hedge beside a bench that bore a tray of half-finished lemonade. It didn’t occur to Edison to gather up his sister’s things and bring them in—someone else would look after it. There was always someone to tidy up your messes at Wither Grange. But he did stop upon noticing a wasp swimming desperate circles in the dregs of Kitty’s abandoned glass, trying and failing to find purchase on the slippery sides.

Setting down his valise, Ed broke a twig from one of the privets and dropped it into the glass. He waited, gnawing at his lower lip, until the wasp finally laid hold of a leaf and hauled itself out into the sun. It stayed there for a few moments, shifting its wings to dry them, light warming its small, vicious body.

“Ed?” A bell-like voice rang out over the lawns. “Eddie, is that you? How absolutely perfect. I’m awfully pleased I found you before anyone else got their claws stuck in.”

Turning, Edison found himself smothered in an easy embrace. A cloud of jasmine scent closed around him, its cloying sweetness grounded and undercut by the earthier aromas of horse and hay.

His sister, Kitty, let him go and held him at arm’s length.

“Look at you, darling,” she said, the words coming out like lines she’d rehearsed. “I think you’ve grown a foot.”

Edison hadn’t grown at all. He hadn’t done for years. But Kitty always said so, and he never corrected her, because to be merry and opaque was her habit. Things had been different between them before Peter died—they’d been a joined force then, often miserable, but transparent with each other about that misery. Now they both feigned happiness, to what Edison strongly suspected was their detriment.

Kitty studied him for a moment as he returned the favor and took her in. She was impossibly glamorous, in a fresh, modern sort of way that Ed suspected no one else would quite manage to pull off. Some time ago, Kitty had taken to riding astride, setting her ever-willing maid, Jenny, the task of tailoring Peter’s old jodhpurs to fit her. She wore them now with a pair of tall boots and a loose linen shirt, and in Edison’s absence had cut off quite a lot of her hair. It had been long before—though not as long as Wil’s, and not so short now. It fell just past her shoulders in a cloud of auburn waves, which caught the light and gleamed like copper. Ed rather liked the new mania among girls for cutting off their hair. He was jealous of it—of the capacity his female counterparts had for constant and ongoing metamorphosis, remaking themselves to reflect the times or the state of their own emotions. It made him feel drab and stodgy by comparison, an immovable thing trapped by expectation and tradition.

“Did Mother tell you about my party?” Kitty asked, her dazzle especially bright. “This is the last day of calm before the storm—there’ll be a dozen families coming to stay in June. The next week will be madness while the house is got ready. It’s going to be lovely, just like things were before the war.”

“Not just like,” Edison said automatically. Nothing was ever going to be entirely the same, and he was tired of the frantic rush everyone seemed to be in to forget what had gone before.

Kitty frowned, the expression a charming thing with no ill will behind it.

“Don’t be a wet blanket,” she warned him. “It’s for my birthday, and I expect everyone to have a nice time, even you. I know a house party isn’t your idea of fun, but you can at least try to like it. I’m going to be nineteen, which is positively ancient—before, I’d have had a whole marvelous season in London already, but we can’t stretch to that now, so this is what I get. I’m making the best of things, so you’d better just fall in and do the same. Besides, Mama has plans to throw every boring but eligible peer at me she possibly can, and I’ll need your help with that. My only romantic aspiration is to have as much fun as I can without being tied down, then become a spinster overnight, so I can keep on looking after all of you.”

A faint, toneless sound caught Edison’s attention, and he glanced down to find the wasp taking flight. It turned a sugar-drunken circle around the lemonade glass before gaining height and disappearing over the privet hedge.

“I’ll be good, and I’ll help however you like,” he promised Kitty, though her scolding had not had solely the purpose she intended. What stood out to him most was the offhanded we can’t stretch to that now—Ed was already on alert regarding the subject of money, and hearing the words struck him like a blow.

“Can I ask you something?” he said to Kitty, stuffing his hands into his pockets and hunching his shoulders. “Are we in some sort of trouble when it comes to expenses and things? I know I can make a mountain out of a molehill, but there was a mix-up over my books and meals being paid for at school. It all got squared away, but I can’t remember anything like that happening before. And then one of the boys—Stapes, the headmaster’s nephew—said something snide to me about old families that are circling the drain. He’s the sort who likes to prey on anyone who shows weakness, so I wouldn’t have thought twice about it if it hadn’t been for that problem with the school bills at start of term. And Mother wrote to me about your party—I thought it was what you wanted, but if it’s not, and it’s some sort of consolation prize…”

For a moment Kitty was silent. Just a moment, but it made Edison think. Then she laughed, a sweet, brilliant sound that rang out over the little stretch of garden like chimes.

“Oh, Ed, you do love to worry,” she said, resting a consoling hand on his arm. “Of course you’re seeing trouble where there isn’t any—I only meant we can’t stretch to anything more than this because of how we’ve all been since Peter. We’re none of us quite up to what we were before. But I think this summer and this party might get us back on our feet. We’ve all been living under a cloud, and it’s time to come out into the light again.”

She looked, as she spoke, as if she believed every word. But there was an odd note to her voice—a hint of sternness, as if she was trying to convince herself of what she’d said as well as Edison.

“All right,” Ed conceded. He’d been a fool to expect truth between himself and Kitty any longer. “If you say so.”

“I do say so. And don’t you dare mention money troubles to anyone outside the family. You know what people are like. Vultures, just waiting for us to fall.”

“Are they?” Ed asked, but he didn’t expect an answer, and Kitty didn’t give one.

Instead, she pressed a kiss to his cheek, her lips petal soft, her scent enveloping him once more.

“I’m going in to change,” she said. “I have to run up to Wynkirk to see about my frocks for the party. We’ve both missed luncheon already, and you look like you’ve been tramping through a field. Mother and Father are out of sorts with you—they went on and on again about how they can’t think why you won’t come home on the early train and let Bede pick you up in the car.”

“I like to sleep later, and I like to walk,” Ed said stolidly, as an unbidden recollection of Wil rose up: golden curls radiant around her earnest face, her nose scrunched slightly as he lay with his head on her lap while she tried to read. God help him, things were getting to the point where he’d do murder for her, if she only asked it.

With a dismissive wave, Kitty headed into the house. Ed waited a few minutes, wanting to go in alone. From somewhere nearby, the rhythmic snick of clippers opening and shutting began, signaling that the Summerfields’ meticulous gardener, Henry Ellicott, was at work. Briefly, Ed thought of going to say hello. But it wasn’t the sort of thing you were supposed to do, greeting the staff before your parents, and Ed knew that if he did, somehow his failure to follow protocol would come to light at the least opportune moment.

Instead, he stood patiently in the sun, listening to the sounds of the garden before finally following in his sister’s footsteps. A set of French doors, installed along with the swimming pool when Edison was a boy, led into the house’s cool and shadowy depths. Beyond them, a long corridor stretched out before him, tall and broad and not at all claustrophobic, with portraits and palm trees and little end tables bearing family artifacts lining the walls.

You could see straight through Wither Grange from its central hallway, which ended in the distant, much grander front entry. The way the corridor ran through the house had always unnerved Edison somehow. It gave him an impression of hollowness, as if the Grange was a place meant to be passed through rather than lived in. When he’d been a few years younger and a voracious reader of detective novels, the lurid thought had once struck him that it was as if Wither Grange had been subjected to a gunshot wound. The plush crimson carpet running down the center of the hall had done nothing to temper his morbid imaginings.

On either side of the corridor a series of closed doors stood like silent sentinels. No one ever left doors open at the Grange—it was one of the things that had been drilled into Edison as a child. To his right, upon entering from the back of the house, there was a sort of garden room. Not a true conservatory, but a large, lushly furnished parlor with vast windows, which housed a collection of orchids and ferns and potted lemon trees. It was where any of the Summerfields at home in midafternoon took their tea, and a favorite place of Edison’s mother.

Ed himself preferred the room opposite. It was, he supposed, as close as Wither Grange got to having a junk room. Or, at least, as close as the parts of the house he frequented got to having one. Edison’s grandfather had fancied himself a scientist and set up a sort of amateur laboratory for himself there, complete with dozens of esoteric instruments of inquiry and exploration. There were long tables cluttered with microscopes and telescopes, astrolabes and armillary spheres, barometers and Leyden jars, and even a Wimshurst machine. No one understood any of it now, but they’d gotten used to the room being the way it was, and so it stayed.

Though he wasn’t of a scientific bent himself, Ed appreciated his grandfather’s old laboratory for being both ugly and functional, in a house designed primarily to awe and impress. There was, too, the library nook hidden behind one of the bookshelves that flanked the laboratory fireplace—like something out of a Gothic novel, the miniature library could only be reached by operating a hidden lever on one of the shelves, at which point hinges groaned and a dusty secret room was revealed. The nook was a small, tomb-like space with only one high window that could not be gotten in or out of, and a single armchair and end table surrounded by legions of books. When Edison first came upon it as a child—for his grandfather had died before his time—the nook’s shelves had been lined with outmoded scientific volumes. Little by little Ed replaced them, transforming the nook into a retreat filled with his outgrown detective stories, shelf after shelf of poetry, and a wealth of excellent novels. It was the only place he particularly liked at the Grange—he could spend hours in there with little chance of being found.

“I hope you aren’t thinking of vanishing already,” a dry, humorless voice said, as Lady Summerfield stepped out into the hall. “Not when you’ve only just gotten home.”

She’d come from the music room a little farther down the corridor, and Ed went to her dutifully, kissing his mother’s cheek. When he was a very small boy, Lady Summerfield had smelled of rose water and talcum powder, but those scents were barely detectable now, overpowered by the sickly sweet aroma of sherry. His mother nursed a glass in one hand, and Ed knew that by this time of day, it must have been refilled numerous times. Lady Summerfield never showed it, though, beyond an occasional vacancy of expression or understanding. It was simply as if she lived at a slower, less immediate pace, while all the world around her was burdened with urgency and strong emotion.

“Mother,” Edison said. “You’re looking well.”

He fought back an urge to frown, or wince, because there was as much truth and real feeling to his words as there had been in Kitty’s greeting to him. He knew what was expected and fulfilled the expectation, even though for as long as he could recall, his mother’s face had always been vaguely flushed, her eyes distant and clouded.

“You’ve tracked mud all over the carpet,” Lady Summerfield said, a hint of disapproval creeping into her tone. “The last thing we need is extra work for the housemaids at the moment—they’re in over their heads just trying to get all the bedrooms freshened and ready. Why can’t you be sensible and take the car?”

“And just when will the horde we’re preparing for descend?” Edison asked, knowing the easiest way to avoid his mother’s chiding was to steer the conversation into safer waters.

“Thursday next,” Lady Summerfield said, taking a languorous sip of her sherry. “It’ll be just like old times, won’t it?”

Ed tamped down the annoyance that had risen within him when Kitty had implied the same. Why any of them wanted to feel as if nothing had changed since the war was beyond him—life had altered irrevocably, in some ways for the better, in others for the worse. But there was no point trying to move backward and behave as if none of it had happened.

“Your father’s in his study,” Lady Summerfield said when Edison stayed silent. “I’m sure he’d like to see you. And I’m terribly busy, so run along.”

Edison stood where he was, watching as his mother wandered back into the music room and seated herself at the piano, where she proceeded to pick out idle notes with her free hand—the opening refrain to “Green Grow the Rushes, O,” which had been a nursery favorite of the family. She’d be in there for another hour or so, he expected, until it was time to rally herself for tea. After that she’d drift around the house until dinner, appearing at the table ten minutes late and impeccably dressed, as remote and serene as a Fra Angelico Madonna. Lady Summerfield’s days then invariably finished with an aimless moonlit wander through the garden, followed by laudanum and bed.

The pattern never changed. Sometimes all Edison wanted was to find a way to shatter it.

But if the rest of the Summerfields were small cogs, grinding along repetitive tracks to maintain the smooth operation of their family and estate, Ed himself was no different. Taking up his valise yet again, he soldiered on, through the impressive front entry with its soaring ceilings and black-and-white marble floors. His father’s study led off the main atrium itself, the better for Lord Summerfield to keep a hawklike watch over anyone coming to and going from the house.

“Good afternoon, Father,” Edison said quietly, leaning against the doorway because he always found himself in want of support when facing Lord Summerfield. “I’ve just gotten in.”

The study spread out before him had once been a reception room—Lord Summerfield had found the office his forebears used too small for his liking and too removed from the house’s main thoroughfares. As a result, the space was incongruously large given its purpose, though Lord Summerfield had no trouble filling it. He’d had a desk made to order—a great wooden edifice of a thing that reminded Edison of a pipe organ more than anything else, though it certainly produced no music. The hundred drawers and slots were stuffed with documents that contained the minutiae of life on the estate—contracts for household help, for tenant farmers, for solicitors. The desk sat in a sort of cabinet created by a pair of bookshelves on either side. Doors could be shut in front of the desk and locked so that it and its contents were no longer visible, the room transforming into a gentleman’s lounge instead. When Lord Summerfield wished to make a commanding impression, he kept the alcove doors open so that the ponderous desk dominated the room, an inescapable reminder of the toil and responsibility inherent in the family title and the maintenance of the estate. When he wished to seem genial—a man of leisure and means—he shut up the alcove so that the fireplace and armchairs and ornately carved drinks cabinet became the focus instead.

Ed had never been invited into the study when the alcove doors were shut, though before the war, his father and Peter had retreated there every evening for a glass of something and a long conversation. They’d been cut from the same cloth, while Ed considered himself a sport in the botanic and genetic sense—an offshoot that did not grow true to the whole.

Lord Summerfield raised a massive hand to command silence, continuing to write for a moment before pushing his chair back and turning to look at Ed. Even seated, he projected a sense of power and energy. Peter had been the same—tall, thickset, and broad-shouldered like their father, whereas Edison was slight and no taller than Kitty.

“Let me look at you,” Lord Summerfield said, his voice a low and bearish rumble.

With some reluctance Edison moved forward, walking to the center of the room and standing with his chin raised a defiant inch or two.

“I don’t pay for you to look like a farmhand,” was all Lord Summerfield said, taking in the state of Edison’s shoes and the mud staining the legs of his trousers. “Go make yourself decent.”

But Ed couldn’t shake the recollection of what had happened at school, or the way Kitty had paused before assuring him the family was still on solid financial ground. With a wretched party in the offing, he might not have another chance to speak with his father in private for ages, and the longer he waited, the more daunting the task would become.

“Father,” he ventured. “I wanted to say something.”

Lord Summerfield had already half turned back to his desk, and he shot Ed a look of transparent irritation. “Can’t it wait?”

“No,” Edison said staunchly. “No, it can’t. I wanted to tell you that if we’re ever in any sort of difficulty—anything, you know—you can confide in me, like you did with Peter. I know he was the eldest and everyone expected him to inherit and that we’re two very different people, but if there’s ever a way for me to help, even if it’s only just to listen, well, I’m… I’m here.”

The speech he’d planned out with great care ended on a faltering note, for Lord Summerfield’s expression of annoyance shifted to one of patronizing condescension as he spoke.

“Do I strike you as being so incapable of carrying out my duty that I’m in want of assistance from a schoolboy?”

Ed’s heart sank. “Of course not. I only thought—”

“Yes, well,” Lord Summerfield said, dismissive now, “thinking is about all you’ve ever had a talent for, isn’t it? Best leave the business of life to those of us with a bent for action, rather than philosophizing.”

“Yes, sir,” Ed answered without emotion, refusing to let even a hint of defeat enter the words, for if there was one thing Lord Summerfield hated, it was any sort of weakness or self-pity.

“Oh, and Edison,” Lord Summerfield said, already with his back to his son, “we’ll have a houseful next week. I’ve had the staff move your things out of your room and into the old nursery wing for the summer. Your mother objected at first, but I assured her you wouldn’t mind, and it wouldn’t cause any trouble. You won’t make a liar out of me on that score, will you?”

Edison swallowed. One more family member to greet, then.

“No, sir,” he said. “Whatever you think is best.”

“Good. You’re far too old now to play the fool over childish imaginings. Go get yourself settled, and don’t be late for dinner—it’s bad enough you insist on getting home halfway through the day.”

Ed knew better than to linger once his father had dismissed him. He trudged up the soaring main stairs, which rose in a pair of graceful arcs from the sides of the front atrium. And at the top, instead of going left as he was used to doing, he went right, past a number of guest rooms and then down a windowless length of uninhabited, unaccountably shabby hallway. The passageway ended in a single firmly shut door.

Gathering his courage, Edison opened the door and stepped through it, ensuring it closed fast behind him.

For a moment nothing happened. He saw the old nursery, just as it had always been—one light-soaked main room with an expansive hearth, hobby horses and dollhouses still pushed up against the walls, several doors leading off into small bedrooms and one to a bathroom. Two little desks still bore neat stacks of copywork he and Kitty had done what felt like a lifetime ago. Before he’d gone off to school. Before the war. Before—

Without warning, the heavy velvet drapes whipped across the windows, cutting out all daylight and plunging the room into darkness. The temperature dropped precipitously, sending a brutal chill through Ed, as somewhere in the gloom a senseless, wordless whispering began, all sound and no meaning. Though no fire had been laid, a hellish glow rose up on the hearth, and Ed could make out his own face in a mirror across the room, pale and weary and ancient-looking in the ghost-light.

“Hello, Peter,” he said dully. “I see you’re still here.”
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The mantel clock in the tidy rowhouse where Wil lived with her grandfather, John, had struck midnight nearly an hour ago. Wil sat, curled in a wingback chair she’d pulled over to the front window, and waited. The glow of a kerosene lamp made a pool of light all about her so that in the window glass, her reflection shone back—the sole thing in color, superimposed upon a dark world. Nearby, hanging on the wall beside the front door, a blurred photograph of Wil’s parents kept vigil with her, though they did not look out from the frame that hemmed them in. Instead they regarded each other, seated side by side, their eyes locked in a moment of eternal communion. Wil remembered them just so: as being always in accord, never out of tune with each other. The few memories of both parents that she possessed were golden-hued and idyllic—she recalled the time before her father died as the one bright, unmarred span of her existence—and every time she left the house, she stopped to kiss their fading portrait.

At last a piece of the night drew toward the front garden, slipped in at the gate, and turned a key in the lock.

“You ought to be in bed,” John Shepherd said flatly at the sight of his waiting granddaughter.

John was a tall, spare man, elegant in his appearance and movements. Wil could not recall a time before his hair had gone snow-white, but his sharp blue eyes were still clear, and the lines written across his face added distinction to it more than anything else. He was arresting, though in the way of a mountain peak or a troubled sea, and in looking at him, Wil did not find it difficult to understand how her mother had come to be reckoned the beauty of the county. But Mabel had been soft and warm and welcoming, while John was a hard and exacting man. He kept his own counsel and rarely spoke from a place of kindness, though he was unimpeachably thorough in carrying out his duty, whether it was toward Wither Grange or Wil herself.

“Jenny Bright is dying,” Wil said, matching his dispassionate tone note for note. “I thought you should be told, as she works at the Grange. I know it’s Mrs. Forster who oversees the housemaids, but I can’t tell her.”

“You’ve no idea how it will happen, or when?” The question was put to her blandly, emotionlessly—when her own mother had died, Wil had seen little in the way of outward grief from John. It did not surprise her to find him unmoved by news of Jenny’s fate. But she’d thought her grandfather might have realized by now that while Wil could see a death before its coming, she could not predict the manner of it, or the exact hour in which it would arrive.

“It’ll be soon,” was all she could offer. “They never have long once I see it. I don’t expect she’ll make it through tomorrow.”

It sounded so awfully bleak when Wil said it out loud. It made her feel low and empty and hopeless, and instinctively she reached for the book of Latin poetry sitting on her lap, drawing it close.

John frowned, catching sight of the volume.

“They were cross with Master Edison when he arrived home,” he said. “After luncheon, and with his shoes and the bottom of his valise all over mud. They press him, at the end of every term, to take the early train and let the chauffeur meet him at the station. He says he prefers to take the ten o’clock train and cut through the fields on his way home. But he’s never taken the ten o’clock, has he? He goes to you first.”

Wil said nothing. John was the only one who knew of her clandestine friendship with Edison Summerfield—even her mother hadn’t known. It was a bone of contention between the two of them, for John strenuously disapproved. But though Wil tried to keep the peace with her grandfather whenever she was able, she refused to give way over this.

How could she, when the words he goes to you first set something strange and warm and pleasantly uncomfortable stirring inside her? Wil wasn’t used to someone else putting her first. She had all she needed, yes—John Shepherd looked after her requirements with the exactitude he applied to everything he undertook—but that was all. He did his duty and no more, and Wil never asked for anything beyond what he offered. But Ed was a lamp after midnight to her—as in that golden era when both her parents had lived, he made the world brighter, and they’d belonged to each other in some perfect and indefinable way since their very first meeting in the woods.

“Bed,” John ordered, when Wil’s stubborn silence stretched on.

Taking her book and trying not to think of Jenny Bright, Wil went.



Despite the fact that he was required to preside over the servants’ table at Wither Grange, John Shepherd preferred to eat at home whenever possible. Wil wondered sometimes if it was because it bestowed him with an added measure of power, to be seen by his underlings as someone without the usual human requirements. Certainly he slept little, and for the most part, he ate only what Wil herself made. She’d become a reasonable plain cook out of necessity, though she had no real talent for it.

After John’s departure at dawn, Wil cleared away the breakfast things. Her grandfather ran his own household with the same efficiency and thoroughness as he did the Summerfields’—as always, a list of tasks was waiting for Wil, pinned to a corkboard beside the kitchen sink. John didn’t believe in idleness for his staff or his granddaughter. Every item on his list was in its proper order, and Wil was expected to complete her chores just as they’d been laid out. Life had been so ever since she had outstripped the village schoolmaster and been asked to stop attending classes four years back—a tedious round of domestic endeavors shot through with the occasional interest of receiving new books from Edison or turning out clandestine term papers for hire.

Today Wil’s books would have to wait. She’d dust, though goodness knew the house didn’t need it, then run to the market and post office and weed the kitchen garden. After that, there were a few items of her grandfather’s uniform that needed mending—at any other great house, one of the maids would see to the task, but John preferred to be seen as untouchable. If he lost a button or tore a cuff, that was for him and Wil to manage, not the staff at Wither Grange.

With the dusting done, a basket of eggs and vegetables on one arm and a package to send off beneath the other, Wil slipped in through the door of the Thrush’s Green post office. The bell overhead rang out cheerfully, and Mrs. Grey, the postmistress, glanced over from where she stood behind the counter, deep in a murmured conversation with Jack Hoult, who served as footman at the Grange. It was still early enough in the day that Jack had not gone up for work, but at the sight of Wil, he gathered his letters and left, brushing past her with a scowl as he went. Wil had foreseen the death of his grandmother, old Mrs. Hoult, during the first disorienting year of coming to terms with her deathsense. She’d warned the family, but it had come to nothing besides a day of fear and panic before Mrs. Hoult had succumbed to a sudden and fatal stroke.

Setting her package down on the post office counter, Wil smiled hopefully at Mrs. Grey, who only tucked in the corners of her mouth and looked disapproving.

“Suppose I don’t need to tell you what’s happened,” Mrs. Grey said sanctimoniously. “I suppose you know already.”

“It’s Jenny Bright, isn’t it?” Wil answered, a helpless sorrow resting inside her. “I did know, yes. I’d have done anything to be able to help.”

Mrs. Grey let out a disparaging noise. “You’re taking it very well. I’d have thought you’d be a little more stirred up, given how she went. But then you’ve always been uncommonly comfortable with death. Why let a thing like that bother you?”

Wil frowned. “A thing like what?”

“Like how she died.” Mrs. Grey leaned forward, her eyes alight, forever eager to impart a piece of gossip or ill news. “Jenny Bright drowned in the millpond, in the woods behind Wither Grange. It’s your mother all over again. Passing strange, too—I never heard of anyone drowning there until your mum, and now a friend from back when she was alive has met her end in just the same way. Though Jenny hadn’t seemed herself lately, if you know what I’m getting at—downcast she was, so much so that I wonder if there’ll be a church burial for her at all.”

“What?” Wil breathed. A shocked numbness ran through her veins, starting at her heart and turning her limbs to lead.

Mrs. Grey gave her a small, malicious smile. “So there is a limit to what you can foretell. I always thought you might be putting it on, pretending to know less than you really did. Everyone in your family’s been the sly, secretive type, and what’s bred in the bone will come out in the flesh.”

“I have to go,” Wil stammered, because the air in the post office seemed far too hot and stuffy. Something was happening to her breath as well—she couldn’t quite catch it, as if she’d been running. Her mother’s death had always carried an air of uncanniness and uncertainty for Wil—she’d never seen Mabel’s body, only watched a plain pine box being lowered into her churchyard grave. One day Mabel had been there and the next she was gone, leaving a hole at the center of Wil’s life, with ghosts and premonitions of death embroidered around its frayed edges.

Leaving the package behind, Wil stepped back out onto the pavement along the village’s winding main road. She felt suddenly like a shadow herself, made insubstantial and colorless by what she’d learned from Mrs. Grey. Passing strange, she’d called the whole matter, and on this one point, Wil couldn’t help but agree. It had always struck her as improbable that the millpond, fed by a laughing brook, with its gently sloping green banks, should have served as the site of her mother’s end.

And now it seemed that tragic, unlikely piece of history was repeating itself.

Wil had no specific intention of visiting the millpond, and yet her feet led her there, through the woods by way of a little bridle path that meandered along the forest’s fringe. The miller’s cottage stood empty and abandoned just as it had done all Wilhelmina’s life, the windows boarded up, the mill wheel still and silent. The pond banks were grassy and unmarred, dipping easily down to the dimpled brown water. Nothing about the spot seemed to whisper of tragedy besides the constable standing on the opposite bank, writing in a small notebook as he consulted with an elderly couple who had their arms around each other. Wil knew Walter and Ada Bright well enough to recognize them, as she knew most people in Thrush’s Green, but they’d never spoken. She hadn’t known anyone would still be there and tried to recede back into the forest, but Mrs. Bright had already caught sight of her and broken away, moving toward Wil with a pained but determined gait.

Biting at her lower lip, Wil stood where she was. As Mrs. Bright drew closer, she could see tear tracks on the old woman’s lined face, her eyes still dim and anguished.

“Wilhelmina Price,” Mrs. Bright said. “Is it true you can speak with the dead?”

Wil’s anxiety grew to a fever pitch, and she twined her hands together in front of her. “In a way? They don’t always linger, and with the ones who do, I can speak to them, but there’s no guarantee they’ll answer. I know that makes it sound like I’m shamming, but… it’s just the truth.”

“We’re all full of contradictions and confusion in life,” Mrs. Bright told her with a trembling sigh. “Why shouldn’t we be in death? I was wondering if you could try to reach Jenny for me.”

Wil winced. “No one ever likes the outcome when I do that sort of thing. It’s probably best if we don’t.”

“Please,” Mrs. Bright pressed. “It’s important. We’re not far from here—our Jenny would cut past the millpond on her way to the Grange. Come home with Walter and me, and try for us.”

Shifting the weight of her basket from one arm to the other in an agony of indecision, Wil looked past Mrs. Bright to the millpond beyond. Two deaths, and she’d never seen the way of them. She could imagine how they might have looked, though—her mother, floating in the shallows with duckweed clinging to her hair. Death would have drained all her loveliness, turning her to pallid gray. And Jenny, who’d been sharp-tongued and shrewd—perhaps she’d washed up by the old mill wheel, pushed there by the pond’s gently swirling eddies. Perhaps her lifeless fingers had brushed the wheel, which might have been her salvation if she’d laid hold of it sooner.

“They’ve been asking if she was in low spirits about something,” Mrs. Bright said softly, almost as if Wil was not there and the words weren’t intended for her. “The constable pressed us very hard to come up with some reason our Jenny might be in a difficult frame of mind. They mentioned three times how she had her boots on, and they grow heavy in water.

“It’s true she’d been fretting lately, but she hadn’t put rocks in her pockets, and when she was just a little thing, we took her to the seaside every summer. She could swim like she was born to it. So I don’t know… but they said it’s clear-cut. That either she slipped in, like your mum did, or maybe walked in. We’ve seen the rector already, and he’s been very kind. Told us she’ll get the benefit of the doubt and have a churchyard burial so long as nothing’s definite.”

“I’ll try to reach her,” Wil said suddenly. An uneasy feeling was expanding in the pit of her stomach, set there by Mrs. Grey’s passing strange and Mrs. Bright’s could swim like she was born to it. “But we must do it now, to have the best chance. Some souls pass out of reach at once. Others only linger a day or two.”

Mrs. Bright nodded resolutely.

“Walter?” she called to her husband. “Nearly finished?”

Mr. Bright and the constable spoke for another moment, after which Jenny’s elderly father joined them. Wil followed the Brights along yet another tangled and twisting path through the mill wood, the pond serving as a blighted heart at the forest’s center, from which a hundred veins ran out.

They left the woods at their western edge, emerging in a bee-loud meadow of wildflowers. Several hives stood near the shelter of the trees, and farther into the meadow a thatched cottage sat in the sun, chickens scratching about and rustling the grasses that grew right up to the small house’s foundations.

“It’s very pretty,” Wil murmured politely. She hadn’t thought of Jenny Bright living in such a sweet place. She hadn’t thought of Jenny living anywhere at all—like Wil’s mother, her life had revolved around the Grange, home forced to take an uneasy second place at best.

The Brights ushered Wil into a dim, low-ceilinged kitchen, where herbs and saucepans hung from the beams above. Wil sat down in the chair she was offered and took a steadying breath.

“I think it would be best if I bring her back alone,” she said uncertainly. “Sometimes I’ll reach out with the help of someone else—someone the spirit knew in life. But if she’d always lived here, and with the two of you being so close to her, that might be overwhelming. If there’s not enough of the familiar, they won’t come back, but if there’s too much, all they do is weep.”
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