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To Annabel









Shadows, nightmares,


I can keep them all at bay.


So come, little ones, come and play with me.


The day is long, yet the nights are longer.


Danger lurks at every corner of your mind.


So come, little ones, come and stay with me.


If there is no sunshine, you will not be afraid of the dark.


One lifetime is just about enough.


So come and dream awhile.


Just be aware, little ones, be very aware, the true terror is hidden


where you cannot see.


Fairy tales. Happily ever after.


I will make sure they stay away.








Part One
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“I’m going to hide upstairs!”


“You mustn’t, Penny! He’ll skin you alive for simply saying the words!”


“I’m only fooling with you. Come on, I know a fantastic spot outside by the old cedar. They’ll never ever find us there!”


I giggled at the grumpy expression on Evelyn’s face. She could be such a worrywart! I could understand why she wasn’t showing any enthusiasm, since hide-and-seek was beginning to become childish for a fourteen-year-old, but we didn’t really have many alternatives.


She was fiddling with the purple ribbon tied in her black wavy hair, a satin piece that matched the shade of her gown perfectly. “Do we have to go outside? After all the rain, the ground is sodden and the mud will ruin my stockings. Why can’t we hide inside? Behind the curtains, perhaps? It took Fred ages to find Tressa there last week.”


I tapped my foot impatiently.


“If you want to hide yourself, be my guest,” I said bluntly. “I’m going outside.”


I turned purposely and ran down the long hallway towards the large double front doors. If I wanted anything done around here, especially with Evelyn beings as awkward as she was, then I would have to act as though I didn’t care and hope that she didn’t call my bluff.


I could feel my auburn bob bouncing as I hopped down the steps of the grand staircase with deliberate slowness, waiting for the voice behind me, which would surely come.


Just as expected, my leaving had the desired effect on Evelyn. She was not content to ever be by herself, and she wasn’t particularly good at this game. Primness and dignity were her virtues, and hide-and-seek did sometimes have the habit of compromising those. I thought with a chuckle back to that time when she had become stuck in the airing cupboard, and our friends Lucas and Fred had been forced to use scissors to cut a tangle of corset lace free from the floorboard nails…she hadn’t agreed to playing again for months.


“Penny! Wait up!” Evelyn called as loudly as she dared.


I slowed down to wait for her, and then continued my run at a pace I knew my delicate friend could easily keep.


We reached the grand hall in no time at all. It was the largest room we knew of in the house, a full three floors tall, completely paneled with oak like the rest of the manor save for the thick plum velvet curtains that ran from floor to roof, covering the massive front window. An imposing chandelier made of bronze and solid pearl graced the ornately carved ceiling, casting its soft glow about the room, which received no natural light thanks to the curtains.


We sneaked through the huge carved doors, making little noise, and stepped out in the gardens. A strong smell of dampness and wet grass immediately filled my nose, a result of the excessive rainstorms that had been plundering the manor these past few weeks. It made the plants lush and healthy, but was quite a hindrance for us when we wished to both play outside and remain somewhat clean.


As soon as the door was safely shut, I ran like a bullet across the lawns, making a beeline for the ancient cedar tree on the edge of the woods that surrounded the Boundary. The wet ground under my feet squelched deliciously as I ran, sending splatters of muck up the back of my pristine gown and stockings. It took a lot of concentration not to slip over. I wished that I could run barefoot, and considering the circumstances I didn’t think it was as scandalous as it sounded.


Whilst my feet drummed in harmony with my heartbeat, I could hear the wheezing that was Evelyn fall further and further behind, yet I did not contemplate waiting as the adrenaline coursed through my veins. The others could complain that we were too old, that we should be spending less time messing around and more time focusing on our studies, but I didn’t think that the thrill of such games ever truly went away if you didn’t let it. There were still places in the estate that we hadn’t explored, and age wasn’t going to stop me from finding them. We had found some of our favorite haunts whilst trying to search for a hiding place.


In no time at all I was at the edge of the Boundary woods. They surrounded the manor, creating cover between the lawns and house and the Boundary itself. Surprisingly, they were not at all sinister like some other areas of the estate, contrarily consisting of tall, thick, moss-covered trees, deciduous and evergreen alike, all evenly spaced out with little density and only minimal undergrowth. Naturally, they were void of life other than that of the plants. For some reason, there were never any animals I had read about in the manor, like birds or squirrels. I supposed that they couldn’t get around the Boundary.


I found my target, the cedar, and wrapped my hands firmly around an overhanging branch. I was glad my hands were more sturdy than dainty as I took a deep breath and hauled myself up onto the branch, brow furrowed in effort. I moved slowly and carefully, wriggling along the slippery wet limbs by winding my arms and legs all the way around the middle and pulling myself along.


“Why…did…urgh!” A wheezing Evelyn had appeared a few feet below me; her face flushed a deep pink from running, yet still managing to look beautiful.


I sat up straight to talk to her. Evelyn covered her mouth with a delicate gloved hand in horror, pointing at me as if I’d suddenly sprouted an extra head and large antlers.


“Goodness me!”


I glanced down, and almost burst out laughing. All down the front of my pale blue-grey bodice and petticoats was a thick line of muck caused no doubt from sliding around on the bark, not to mention the damage on my shoes and white stockings. To me, it didn’t matter, but to Evelyn, it was murder. The death of a perfectly good dress.


“Never mind.” I shrugged, laughing airily at the look of increasing horror she sported. “Here, give me your hand and I’ll pull you up.”


“Are you joking?” Evelyn gaped. “This is ridiculous! This is the only frock that goes with my amethyst necklace, so I will not ruin it for the sake of winning hide-and-seek! Besides, He will get suspicious.”


With a haughty shudder, Evelyn raised her chin to the clouds and flounced off the stand conspicuously behind a birch only a couple of yards away.


I smirked to myself and resumed my wiggling to reach the prize hiding spot. When I reached the massive trunk, I jumped without thinking about it too much into a hollow just large enough to hide my whole body. This had been easier a couple of years ago, but it was curved so that if I leaned hard against one side passers-by would not be able to see me. All I had to do now was wait.


I thought about Evelyn. She was mortally terrified of the Master, and I supposed that even I had a part of me that feared His wrath. You would have to be inhuman, like Him, not to fear.


I closed my eyes and rested my head against the smooth, woody inside of the cedar, breathing in the fresh damp smell contentedly. I was pretty sure that I would be the last one found, as usual, so I had time to doze off while one by one my friends joined the hunt.


The woman was crying. She could hear them approaching from the outside, surrounding the house and blocking off all possible escapes. Though part of her was screaming in denial, deep down she knew that this would be it, that her brief life as a fugitive would be over in this very room. Had it been worth it? All the hiding, all the fear…had their motive been justified?


She wrapped her arms tightly around the bundle, which was wet with her tears.


“Bernard,” she whispered hoarsely to her husband who was trying to bolt the door. His hands were shaking so much that he could barely fasten the lock as he bent down out of sight from the windows. He turned around and she saw his white face fill with the same despair as hers.


“Bernard, my love,” she sobbed softly. “Don’t. It will do nothing.”


The man choked back a sob of his own, but sank down beside the woman and drew her close to him while placing his other hand on the bundle. He kissed her matted hair long and hard, and her heart fluttered as it always did when they touched.


“Elisabeth. I don’t regret this choice one bit, you understand? So dry those tears and let us face whatever is to come knowing that we have at least made a fighting attempt to stand up against them.”


Even as he said it, his voice wavered and broke. Elisabeth buried her face in his arms and tried to blank her mind.


A loud explosion blew the door open. Though Elisabeth’s screams were muffled by her husband’s tense arms, they were unstoppable, as she clung to him, refusing to look up at whoever was there. She could feel the judders now, wracking Bernard’s body.


Sensing people coming closer she lost all sense of sanity as someone grabbed her bundle and began to wrest it from her. Thrashing and resisting with every ounce of strength, her screaming rose an octave.


“No, no, no, no!” she cried hysterically, eyes stubbornly shut against the enemy. They would not have the satisfaction of seeing the light leave her eyes when they killed her.


They gave one final wrench, and the bundle flew from her clenched hands. She could hear her husband yelling too, now, and the triumphant shouts of the enemy.


“Bernard and Elisabeth, you are hereby charged and convicted of—”


Elisabeth did not wait to listen to the death sentence spoken smoothly by people who were obviously untroubled by the present events. With her eyes still closed, she lunged blindly out at them, trying to grab the bundle, ignoring the shouts from her husband or the warning sirens in the coherent part of her mind. A wave of what felt like static buzzed for a moment through the room, and her head snapped back and one final shriek escaped her lips. She was dead before she hit the floor.


Her last thought was of the bundle.


I woke up with a start, my breathing as fast as it had been when I ran. The dream had been so vivid, so real! The oddest thing was that I had seen the entire thing through the eyes of the woman, Elisabeth, as if I were actually her. I had felt her strong emotions and when she had died, I had felt the world fade before I woke up.


I was slightly unnerved by its clarity, but to be honest I wasn’t too fazed. Avery, one of my friends, sleepwalked, and Lucas would have bizarre dreams that he could remember the next morning, so having realistic ones myself was not an unusual occurrence. Still, I decided to commit it to memory – there was something about it that I couldn’t put my finger on, something important. Oh, well. I would remember soon enough.


The thing that bothered me the most was how long I had been asleep. Had anyone found the others yet? Had they given up, or had it only been a few minutes? Then a new worry sprang into my mind: would Evelyn spill the beans and blurt out my hiding place? It was exactly the sort of thing she would do if she were to get bored or cold.


I poked my head anxiously out of the hollow to get some idea of the situation.


Immediately, I whipped it back inside and pulled my legs closer to me while scooting back against the wall of the tree in excitement. A grin of anticipation curled on my lips as I waited for the four figures I had seen slowly approaching through the evening mist to find me.


“Trust Penny to make us come outside after it’s been raining,” someone was saying. I was pretty sure that it was Avery. “Though how she brought Evelyn with her I might never know.”


“It would be a trick worth knowing,” another child noted. Fred, the seeker. “Then we could come out and play cricket more often – oh, there you are, Evelyn.”


I heard Evelyn give an exaggerated sigh as she stepped out from behind her birch tree.


I counted four figures, so I knew that someone had found Tressa and Lucas as well and I had officially won the game. I could have revealed myself, but I decided to wait and see how long it took them to find me.


“Penny! You win! Come on out!” Avery called.


I held my breath and waited.


“Penny, please! It’s nearly dinner time!”


The emotions immediately changed inside my hiding place as I yelped in surprise and jumped out of the hollow, bumping my head in haste. Had I really dozed for that long? Normally my body clock automatically told me when it was time to congregate in the dining hall, an acquired sense from all those times I had been late.


I swung down off the branch and landed with a thud in front of my friends, frantically dusting off the filth from my dress.


“Oh dear,” I hissed to myself. “Stupid! How long do we have?”


I raised my head to meet the eyes of the group and was shocked to see they were all trying very hard not to laugh. It was then I knew they had duped me.


“It isn’t time for dinner yet, is it?” I sighed, annoyed at myself for falling for such a clichéd trick.


Avery shook his head, smirking from ear to ear. “We couldn’t be bothered to search every nook and cranny of the estate for you…besides, seeing that reaction was much more amusing.”


“That’s a rotten thing to do!” I scolded, only half joking. “You just can’t lose, can you?”


“Who has time for losing when they could be winning? If you’re not cheating, you’re not trying.”


“It isn’t funny, Avery,” Lucas piped up. Avery wiped the smirk from his face and gave us all a ‘here-we-go-again’ look. “No, seriously. I read this story, The Boy Who Cried Wolf, about—”


“Lovely. And I’m sure there will come a time when we have absolutely nothing better to do, in which case I’ll be more than happy to hear about it.” Avery switched his attentions, bored already. “Just because you’re petrified of Madon, it doesn’t mean we need a lecture every time I try to lighten the use of His name.”


With that one word, the whole atmosphere seemed to chill slightly, running from playful and teasing to menacing in a second. A cold breeze swept through the trees, raising goose bumps on my exposed arms, as the branches on the previously tranquil cedar swayed as if they were possessed.


“Shut up, Avery,” Tressa said tersely, putting an arm protectively around Lucas, who turned white with a mixture of irritation and fear on his face. As the last one punished, it was still very fresh in his mind why punctuality was essential.


“Yes, Avery, be a darling and shut up!” I tried to lighten the mood unsuccessfully, receiving only a few raised eyebrows at the terrible attempt at humor.


A heavy silence descended until Evelyn announced, “I’m going to dress for dinner now. Actually, I wouldn’t mind some help from you girls: I lost a pair of earrings last week and can’t for the life of me remember where I saw them last!”


“Quite the emergency,” I mumbled, half to myself.


Still, glad of the excuse to do something other than stand around twiddling our thumbs, we plodded our way across the lawns to the manor without any more hesitation: Evelyn holding her skirt primly above the wet grass; Tressa with her jaw set and expression deep in thought; and then me, galumphing in an ungainly manner at the rear with my shoes sloshing uncomfortably.
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A while later, our trio descended the grand staircase from our rooms in the south wing to meet with the boys, Lucas, Fred and Avery, in the entrance hall.


Lucas looked up at me as I came down the last few stairs, his ice-blue eyes squinting, straining to see properly after so many hours reading under a dim candle. He smiled, though the tension in the hall was palpable. We had to rein in our natural energies, and it was difficult acting formal. Lucas, I knew, tonight, did it out of fear, though he was generally quiet anyway, and content with his own company. To any new people he might have been difficult to get to know – luckily, there were never any strangers. Just us.


I smiled back in the hope of allaying some of his fears saying a formal, “Good evening,” showing I could behave when I wanted to.


Tressa meantime, passed us with long confident strides, but still managing to look elegant. She was only a breadth shorter than Lucas, and towered over us other two girls. She carried an air of confidence and leadership wherever she went, but her angular face was gentle. She made her way over to Fred, a rather plump being with a contagious smile and handsome features that were usually partially covered by his flop of hazelnut hair.


“You look delightful, ladies.” I turned and Avery mock bowed, eyes fixated on me for my reaction to his insincere compliment. Even he was reining in his usual loud and obnoxious self, I thought, but I could see tonight that he was having as bad a time as me behaving well. He could be a good ally in plots or games of strategy and we made a good team with our combined energy and enthusiasm. He often got on all our nerves though, but we all knew he was just compensating for being slight in build and height.


Evelyn blushed but looked faintly pleased, Tressa just ignored him, and I stuck my tongue out at him and pulled a face. He raised his hands into the air in surrender, the permanent smirk still etched onto his face. The others had pointed out to me many times that perhaps Avery and I clashed only because we were so much alike, but both of us discarded this as nothing but a coincidence.


“Oh, stop it, you two!” Tressa commanded, playing the adult as usual. “Carrying on like a bunch of babies. You should look at yourselves!”


“Oh, I do. And I like what I see…well, for myself at least,” Avery drawled arrogantly, receiving an involuntary snicker from everyone except Tressa, who merely rolled her eyes. Immaturity was always rampant when we were hungry. And already our acting formal was deteriorating, which was dangerous.


We mulled around in the hallway for the next few minutes, chattering, bickering, and fiddling with our splendid dinner clothes whilst waiting to be escorted to the dining hall.


I wandered over to a claw-footed chair over by the staircase. In my poufy onyx-colored dress I knew I must look like a collapsing soufflé as I sat down. The cushion had been widened and elongated to accommodate such voluptuous skirts, enough so that my legs dangled a few inches above the ground when I pushed right into the back.


Then it came. It had taken years for us all to get used to it. First, my heart began to race and kept skipping beats, followed by the sudden feeling of breathlessness, which left me faint from the brief lack of oxygen. A familiar chill crept up my spine as if the very fabric of the air was shifting around me, like an unnatural, invisible storm. My ears popped uncomfortably, accompanied by a ripping sound.


It was disconcerting, and told us all something. He had returned.


I stood up again, still reeling from the overwhelming sensation. This had happened nearly every day of my fourteen years on the estate, but I could never shake the feeling off. We just had to let it happen. It was useless to try to fight it.


As I joined the main group, another familiar silhouette emerged from the smaller corridor that twisted out from behind the stairwell.


Beatrix was an older lady who had taken care of us our whole lives. She was perhaps sixty years old, with a trim figure that was slowly beginning to expand with old age. She took the roles of governess, housekeeper, and cook, although no one ever saw her about the estate working.


“Hello, my lovelies.” Beatrix smiled through crooked, white teeth, something she’d always managed to do through all circumstances. “How has your day been?”


“We played hide-and-seek,” Fred told her, trying and failing to hide the resignation from his tone.


“I won!” I acknowledged proudly, the only one who wasn’t embarrassed to still be playing children’s games.


“Again, Penny? You must remember to give your friends a chance.”


The corridor was claustrophobic compared to the rest of the house, with the walls only nine feet high and the elaborate molding around the top making them seem shorter than that. I could scarcely make out the pattern on the wallpaper, as the candles embedded subtly into the walls were fewer and dimmer in the hallways, and there were no windows to let in light. It was wide enough for three to walk comfortably side-by-side, so Fred, Beatrix and I walked ahead while the others followed in pairs.


Beatrix was talking cordially to Fred. I wasn’t really paying attention though I was right there, as it was no secret that no matter how she tried to hide it, Beatrix preferred Fred to me. Honestly, I couldn’t blame her. Fred was so genuine and pleasant, whilst I could be quite sassy.


“…very special day. You’re all wearing the new outfits I gave you, which is perfect,” Beatrix was saying.


I paid her no heed, and dragged my finger along the textured walls, roughly wearing my nail down, and making a funny squeaking noise as it ran over the grooves.


Then we entered the dining hall. It was a room I both adored and dreaded. The gothic vaulted ceiling was impressive as was the chandelier, many times my size, that hung glowing from the exposed wooden beams, which supported the roof, its hundreds of crystal drops sparkling in the candlelight. The ceiling itself had been expertly plastered right down to the tiniest detail, though what the design was remained a mystery as it was too high to see. Huge floor to ceiling windows, like the ones in the entrance hall, allowed dusky evening light to peep in between the heavy thick velvet curtains. The echoic room was void of anything save a massive oaken table that was centered perfectly with seven straight-backed chairs and one formidably winged throne-like piece, which was isolated down at the head. This was where the Master sat, and was the reason why I didn’t like the room.


Beatrix moved away so that she could go and sit in the most uncomfortable of the chairs, one that had no fabric padding, a couple of yards or so away from everyone else in the no-man’sland between us and Him. We never questioned if this was unethical: that was her place.


I took my usual seat facing the wall with the windows, in between Tressa and Evelyn. The boys sat down with Lucas opposite me; Avery with Tressa, and Fred with Evelyn.


“I’m starving!” Fred exclaimed, licking his lips. “We must have walked miles searching for you and Evelyn!”


“Tell me about it,” I agreed, copying custom and unfolding a crisp white napkin over my dress to protect it. “Try walking about in a corset all day.”


My stomach rumbled in agreement as I surveyed the fantastic feast Beatrix had whipped up for tonight. It was even more scrumptious than usual: roast pork chops, buttered potatoes (mashed, boiled, or roasted), a gravy boat the size of a several stacked textbooks, salted cabbage, onion soup, wild mushroom rice, and a large assortment of seasonings and vegetables.


Even Evelyn, who refrained from eating too much in effort to keep her perfect figure, eyed the food hungrily and shuffled around her chair in anticipation.


There was silence in the room save for smacking lips and rumbling stomachs. We all waited in fearful anticipation for Him to show up so we could get the tough part over with and dig in. Beatrix had her head hung, her lips moving in her routine silent prayer.


Then He came.


The air turned icy, the candles flickered, and the pit in our stomachs twisted nervously, our eyes carefully trained to our laps. A breeze made the hairs on my neck stand up as I felt Him billow past me to the winged-back chair, with all the subtlety and danger of smoke. Madon. I would not think his name again.


He greeted us coolly. His voice was lilting and clear, soft and deadly. “Children.”


“Master,” we all chorused, voices wavering slightly.


His presence filled the room like a heavy weight – pressuring my mind and filling my ears with pounding blood. If sinister had a face, it would be His. To picture the Master, one must only give darkness a human form and they would have a spitting image. Dressed in the highest quality materials, which hung off Him like mist, with pupils and irises that pierced the very soul of whoever dared challenge the obvious aura of authority and utter control.


“You may begin.”


Letting out the breath I had been holding in, I reached for a silver serving spoon and helped myself to food. The others followed suit. He didn’t reach for anything, only watching us intently, drumming slight fingers against the arms.


When my plate was full, I avidly shoved the succulent food into my mouth, chewing and savoring every bite.


“T-t-the food is particularly good tonight, sir,” Tressa spoke up hesitantly, not making eye contact but directing her voice to where He sat.


I was shocked. We never spoke to the Master if we could help it, trying to avoid any attention that might trigger anger or punishments. I had to admire her bravery, though.


“It does mark the fifteenth year of you being here,” he answered as if it was a minor detail not worth saying much about. The trail of amusement in his voice was probably the same surprise that someone had spoken up.


“We’re fifteen now?” I gasped, unsure about how I felt about that. There was a round of forced shushing. I had talked too loudly. “Sorry.”


Instead of being excited at the prospect, I felt curiously empty. Ten years later, we were still here doing the same things we’d been doing as five-year-olds, and were no closer to knowing why.


“I said you are fifteen, so it must be so. Do not question me!” he snapped, and I felt my throat tighten.


“I’m very sorry, sir,” I squeaked miserably.


He didn’t answer.


No one spoke up again.


In the end I was one of the last ones finished as I didn’t want to be reprimanded for being a pig and risk punishment.


“Thank you for the meal, Beatrix!” we sang after every plate had been cleaned.


“You’re very welcome, my dears. Happy Birthday to you all!”


He shot her a meaningful look after that statement and she cowed. What was wrong with wishing us a happy birthday? I wondered. We never celebrated or got presents like the children did in books, so why the bother over a simple kind wish?


His icy indifference returned in a split second. With a lazy wave of a hand, I felt the air rip again as the plates and food faded away to be replaced with assorted mouth-watering puddings: Victoria sponge cake, sticky toffee pudding, vanilla ice cream, fruit meringue, and a trifle in a big crystal bowl.


I couldn’t help myself.


“Penny!” Fred chortled as I dived like a madwoman for the toffee pudding and attacked it possessively.


“What? I’m the only one who really likes it!”


“Actually, it’s my favorite too, but we just pretend we don’t want it so you won’t bite our heads off!”


“Liar. Pass the ice cream?”


Evelyn shook her head in distaste as I scooped some of the creamy white mass onto my huge pudding and licked my lips as it began to melt under the warm toffee.


“Can I have your gown after you grow too large wear it?” she asked scathingly.


I noticed on her plate she had only the tiniest slither of cake possible and rolled my eyes. The moist, sweet, gooey pudding was heaven. My waist could die in a hole for all I cared at that moment.


When we finished, me last again for different reasons, it was pitch black outside. He got up first as usual, pulling on His long travelling coat, which seemed to have appeared from nowhere.


“Goodnight,” he said briskly, without emotion, buttoning His coat with another gesture of the hand.


I followed suit and scraped back my chair feeling warm, full, and satisfied. My corset was killing me though, and I cursed the stupid fancy frock for needing one. My day dresses didn’t, thank goodness.


“I hope you enjoyed it, my darlings.” Beatrix hugged us all tightly with her back to the Master. “I have left a little gift for you all in your rooms. You are getting a little old for playthings so I have given a card game to you boys and some jewelry for my little ladies, which I think you will find useful for supper times.”


The others thanked her happily, but something played on the back of my mind. I was about to follow on out down the corridor when I changed my mind and marched right back up to her


“Beatrix, there is something else I – I would like for m-my birthday,” I stuttered, confidence faltering.


“And what is that, Penny?”


“I would like…I would…” How to say it? “I want to have and look and see what is on the other side of the Boundary now I’m older,” I finished with my voice growing stronger at the end.


It happened in a matter of seconds.


Beatrix looked at me with a mounting horror, not having time to open her mouth to scold me before He was there, raging like a silent storm cloud.


“What did you just say?” he asked, deadly calm.


“Nothing!” I shook my head frantically. “I – I was just—”


The pain came suddenly without warning. I threw my head back and screamed, falling to the ground and writhing like a worm. I was being stabbed with poison knives, my organs being ruthlessly cut out and my bones broken… The world swam before me and the agony redoubled, making my back arch involuntarily off the ground. A buzz filled my ears until I could barely hear my own blood-curdling shrieks for this to stop, for me to die and slip away from the feeling… I could see Him standing over me with a grim, untroubled expression, Beatrix looking away, my friends sobbing in terror. I tasted blood. I was dying. Finally.


Then I vomited and it was over.


Choking and crying, I curled into a ball on the ground.


“Pathetic,” I heard Him sneer. “Get up.”


He kicked me in in the ribs as I struggled trembled to my feet, shaking convulsively.


“I don’t want to hear any talk like that again, do you hear? Or I’ll make the pain last your whole miserable life and watch you go mad.”


With a whirl of a coat and a rip, he was gone.
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“Penny? Oh, thank goodness. I thought you were dead. You look awful!”


“Be quiet, Avery. I was just dozing.”


Even Avery couldn’t use sarcasm to completely mask the nervousness he too was feeling.


I had woken up that morning with a gigantic headache and clammy skin, the fever causing me to miss breakfast and stay in bed for most of the morning. I was still very shaky from my ordeal and was utterly dreading dinner, for although I had no physical scars to show from the torture, since we all knew that it was nothing more than an illusion, inside I was a nervous wreck. It had happened before to most of us, and took a few days to recover.


“I’m going out before lessons start,” I announced quietly.


We were all dallying in our common room, a large area on the second floor with a fireplace, sofa, a patterned rug, and bay window with gorgeous views of the grounds. It had been our nursery when we were younger, and now served as a place to stage all indoor activities.


Avery, Fred, and Lucas were using the table on the rug to set up the game they’d received yesterday, setting out rectangular cards and trying to figure out what to do with them. Evelyn was curled up in a chair by the roaring fire with Tressa affectionately braiding her pale blonde waves.


When I voiced my idea, every head turned to the window, which was being viciously pelted by a steady rain.


“Don’t be silly, Penny,” Evelyn scoffed, turning back to Tressa’s hair. “You’ll catch a terrible chill in this weather, especially in your state. Stay in and I’ll plait your hair next if you’d like.”


“Why do you even want to go out?” Lucas piped up.


“I need some fresh air.” I shrugged, eyes pleading for them not to push further than that.


None of them had mentioned last night, but they mutually understood the reason for my needing to clear my head, and so they questioned that no further.


“Make sure you stop and get a coat out of your room before you go, and be back before noon. Don’t expect us to come out and remind you,” Tressa told me with authority.


“You’re letting her go?” I heard Avery gasp as I got up to leave.


“You should know better by now than to try and tell Penny not to do something once she’s set her mind on it,” Tressa said philosophically, flaunting her excellent ability to judge character again.


My bones ached, and my eyelids felt heavy from the few hours of turbulent sleep I had managed. I did not take the detour to the south wing for my coat; instead, I headed straight down the staircase and out onto the lawn.


The rain had dulled to more of a drizzle than a downpour, but it was still not very warm. I headed straight across the grass with purpose for the distant Boundary woods. A light mist shrouded them, making them seem mysterious, though not threatening.


The air was fresh and there was a woody, earthen smell. Big fat drops of water splattered down from wet branches until my hair turned a dark, almost mahogany, red, which plastered to my scalp, my sodden dress clinging to my arms. I stepped quickly over twisting roots and piles of mulch, not really trying to minimize damage to my already-soaked stockings and shoes. There was no marked path as we didn’t usually travel this far into the woods, but the widely-spaced trees and limited undergrowth allowed me to easily make my journey.


The fog grew denser as I walked and the trees began to close up and become more spindly than the massive giants that bordered the lawns. I stopped all of a sudden, feeling the surreal buzzing all around me. I looked down, and sure enough there was a tiny, barely noticeable dribble of water, nearly too small to be called even a creek. Though not particularly wide nor deep, it circled the entire property like some trickling little fence. On the other side, the fog and trees grew so thick that I couldn’t see more than a few feet. I had reached the Boundary.


I closed my eyes and inhaled deeply, ignoring the unpleasant feeling of the rain seeping through my clothes and the foreign will inside my mind egging me to turn back, perhaps caused by the static pulse that crackled through the nearby air.


As I stood, the wind picked up a few oak leaves and carried them in an unsteady line towards the invisible wall. As the leaves crossed above the creek, there was an odd ripple as if they had hit a vertical body of water, and the leaves fell to the ground at my feet as no more than a pile of ashes.


I remembered when I was six: I had been punished just like I had been last night, and I had wanted – no, needed – to get out. Luckily, I had tripped on a root and fallen just before the Boundary, and only my outstretched hands had touched the creek. The tips of my fingers were burned black, my nails worn down to tiny stubs, and it had hurt! I’d put on gloves in hopes no one would notice, but I should have known better. Nothing got past the Master. I had been punished again for trying to get out, trapped in my room for ages, and confined to the house for even longer.


I wasn’t stupid enough to try to cross the Boundary again.


An angry tear trickled down my cheek. I knew that a world outside mine existed, since I had read about it and learned about it from Beatrix, though it was forbidden knowledge. Somehow, Beatrix got away with talking about things against the rules when we never did, but I was glad instead of jealous. It was as if she were a window.


When I was younger I never questioned why the Boundary was there, or why we lived in the restricted environment of the estate. Now it felt claustrophobic. Fifteen years I had been stuck trying to scrape together a somewhat enjoyable life, but we couldn’t go on playing games forever. Time was ticking, and the older we grew, the more strangling the Boundary became. This wasn’t anything I could fight against, and it killed my pride.


I collapsed down onto the mucky ground and wrapped my arms around my knees. “I hate you,” I spat into the air in front of me.


Who was I talking to? The Master? The Boundary? My life? Maybe all of them.


Why were we here? How could we get out? I had lived in compliance for too long now, and had no intention of staying on the estate for my rapidly approaching adult years, yet I had no idea where to even start. My friends got frustrated sometimes, definitely, but not enough so that they would do anything about it.


I knotted my fingers tightly within my hair the powerlessness absolutely driving me past insanity. How much torture would we have to endure, and for how much longer would we remain in constant fear of Him?


I remembered my dream. Perhaps it had been some sort of message: stand up, or be conquered.


It took two sides to play a game. I knew what side I was on, and who my opponent was.


The only question that remained, was would the threat and fear of being caught be enough to keep my friends from joining me, or would we finally be able to unite for a freedom that surely existed, if only we were brave enough to fight for it?
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Evelyn almost died when she saw my dress.


“Penny! How could you? That was one of your most flattering gowns! Not many shades go with your hair, but that one looked exquisite and you’ve ruined it!” Her voice rose hysterically. “Oh, I’m sure I can live without it.” I shivered, my teeth chattering. Tressa was equally appalled, but more for my lack of common sense. “You’re a fool, Penny,” she scolded, after returning with a pottery basin full of steaming hot water, which she had fetched from the bathroom. I had to agree with Tressa on that one, perched in my bed with a blanket thrown around my shuddering shoulders.


I dipped my feet into the basin and sighed with pleasure. I had taken off my shoes, stockings, and outer dress so I was wearing only my camisole and petticoats under the shawl. “Thank you, Tressa,” I murmured contentedly.


She didn’t reply, instead sorting through my wardrobe for another item of clothing for me to wear.


“Where did you go, anyway?” Evelyn inquired, sitting down beside me frowning curiously.


“The Boundary,” I admitted, squirming as I waited for the reprimand from Tressa.


Sure enough, she whirled around and shouted, “You utter idiot! How could you? After being punished last night, it’s not a good idea to go galumphing around in an area you know He hates us to be! It’s dangerous!” She threw her arms around like a windmill.


“You’re not in charge of me, Tressa,” I challenged. “I can do whatever I please. I needed to be alone and I just walked until I had to stop, and then plopped right down there. It’s not a crime.”


“No, but suicide is.”


“Oh, forget it. I couldn’t expect She-Who-Can-Do-No-Wrong to understand what punishments do to you.” I gave up arguing to savor the heavenly luxury of the boiling water in the basin.


Tressa was the only one among us who had not been through punishments more than once or twice, largely due to her ability to keep her mouth shut and read people’s moods better than we did.


“Well, it’s done now,” she harrumphed, changing the subject. “You’re out of decent day dresses. Mine will be much too long on you, as I must be at least a foot taller… Evelyn, could you be a darling and lend Penny something to wear for the afternoon? We’ll talk to Beatrix and see about getting her a few hardier garments made, but she needs something without ruffles and lace for lessons.”


Tressa might have well suggested Evelyn go and set fire to a litter of kittens for the response she got.


“You can’t be serious?” Evelyn jumped off my bed, getting into a bigger and bigger fluster as she paced around. “She’ll be fine in a dinner frock, or we could at least turn up one of yours! Please, Tressa, you know she’ll just scuff and stain it something awful!”


She started to blabber, oblivious to Tressa’s and my unimpressed expressions.


“Your generosity and selflessness continue to inspire me,” I said sarcastically.


“I can’t force you”—Tressa shrugged—“but it’s the only option. Either you grow up and lend poor Penny a dress, or she’ll simply have to go naked and you can explain to the Master why.”


[image: ]


Tressa’s threat worked like a charm. I found myself wandering down the lower hallway towards the library in one of Evelyn’s most old and distasteful dresses. It was dusky pink with a silver rose pattern, and it clashed horribly with my red hair. The worst part was that I was a few inches wider than Evelyn in several places, so the seams around the shoulders and waist were straining and sucking me in worse than a corset. I could barely breathe.


I was sweating by the time I fumbled into the library, having let Tressa and Evelyn go ahead without me under the pretense of a bathroom break.


The library was, compared to the rest of the house, nothing particularly special. I had seen a picture in a book of a library in an estate the size of ours: masses upon masses of books piled from floor to ceiling, on shelves three stories high, with painted cherubs smiling down from a roof mural…but not here.


Only slightly bigger than our common room, it contained a single bookcase, a few worn wooden desks, and a ceiling that sloped downwards towards a stained-glass window.


The others were already sitting at their individual desks, getting out new ink pens and thick sheets of creamy paper to practice our usual thirty minutes of handwriting.


“Penny, dear, please make sure you arrive with everyone else on time, please,” Beatrix scolded from her stool in the middle of the circle of desks.


“I’m sorry for being late.” I sat down. A loud rip of material echoed, but not one of the supernatural kind.


“Oops,” I whispered.


I looked down. The side seam had torn. Evelyn flashed Tressa an I-told-you-so look, and I blushed.


“I’ll see about getting you some more dresses,” Beatrix noted kindly. “For now, get out your supplies and start writing.”


Beatrix really was an angel sometimes.


I pulled out my pen, paper, and the dictionary I was copying from and began to write. Long, elegant, curved strokes soon began to fill my paper as I started where I had last left off at ‘lachrymiform.’


I loathed handwriting with a passion. It was so pointless! When would I ever need to write? Why couldn’t we just read the dictionary and be done with it?


I had mouthed my opinions to Beatrix a few years ago, and she had told me that good penmanship was a becoming and necessary talent every lady must possess, and that writing down definitions was much more effective than pure memorization. I had told her frankly that I wasn’t interested in becoming a lady, at which point she had snapped at me to stop complaining and to write for an extra ten minutes.


I always started with lovely neat strokes, but towards the end my words were blotchy and scribbled with the telltale signs of a writer with hand cramp. In fact, by the time I had reached ‘mumpsimus,’ my letters were barely distinguishable.


“That will do,” Beatrix called, after what seemed like forever.


With barely concealed whoops of relief, we all dog-eared the dictionaries and tucked all the stationary into little cubbyholes fitted under our desks.


“I’ve reached the Rs now,” Avery boasted, surveying us in a way that dared us to challenge his superiority.


“Well done,” Beatrix said vaguely.


Avery, like me, was too much of a handful to be very close to her heart, but he didn’t care. I had a feeling that he would have been more disgusted if she had showered him with hugs and mushy compliments instead of a polite, reserved affection.


We all edged hopefully towards the bookshelf, but Beatrix had other ideas. “Boys, retrieve your numeracy workbooks and continue wherever you left off last time. Girls, fetch your tapestries and try to make some progress on those.”


Flexing my sore fingers carefully, I pulled out the fine cloth on which I had been embroidering a fancy likeness of the chandelier in the foyer. I had originally chosen the design because I had thought it would be simpler than doing a landscape like Evelyn and Tressa, but it had turned out to be most difficult with all the little details.


Tapestry was, though, one of the perks of being a girl. Despite the fact it sometimes frustrated me to distraction, the end result seemed a lot more useful than the pointless juggling of numbers that the boys did. We ended up with a beautiful (though imperfect) representation of an aspect of the estate, whilst they ended up with nothing but a calculation of figures scribbled on paper. Why grown gentlemen needed the skill, I would never understand.


I fiddled with the needle and thread for another half an hour, succeeding in only pricking my fingers once. I fumbled with a knot in the last few minutes and had to get Tressa to help me untangle it, but apart from that, I thought I had done rather a decent job.


Beatrix was too preoccupied by something, it wasn’t clear what, to notice my little hiccup, toying with her apron distractedly, occasionally glancing up in nervous, jerky movements. She clearly had a lot on her mind. I supposed it must be hard work being the sole servant of such a grand estate, in addition to tutoring every day.


She even made us work for an extra few minutes before jolting out of her reverie and checking her pocket watch.


“Sorry, my dears, I was daydreaming! Good on you all for working so well. You may have a few minutes of reading before luncheon.”


I tore towards the bookcase happily, desperate to have first choice of material.


Beatrix retreated into her mind, the worried expression still fixed upon her brow.


Besides Beatrix herself, these books were our best source to what life was like outside the Boundary. The shelf itself was mainly full of reference textbooks for our studies, but if you knew what you were looking for, then you would be able to find the three or four that contained information on outside life. Every couple of weeks they would be replaced by new ones. I was certain that the Master had no idea of their existence, either because he couldn’t be bothered to censor what we were reading or because he actually trusted Beatrix. Although the latter was more likely, it was also quite a strange notion.


I grabbed a large worn book, which, like them all, I had previously read, and slammed it down on my desk. The others were still fighting for space and grabbing what books they could.


I pulled back the green leather cover and flipped to where I had left off, my heart pounding in anticipation. The more I discovered about the world, the more I ached for freedom, while equally my loathing for Him grew.


I had decent reading skills, but for me, the pictures and illustrations held more information than the tiny printed words. I poured over dazzling paintings of cobbled city streets in which masses of gorgeously clad men, women, and children walked or rode in boxes on wheels called ‘carriages’ sometimes pulled by several horses. I marveled at the density of buildings, which lined the streets, and at how small and rickety they all were compared to our manor. I puzzled over why there were no plants or lawns anywhere to be seen. And I learned about ‘money’ and how the amount of it people had decided how they lived, whether they were rich or poor.


“Beatrix?” I called, still enveloped in the splendor shown to me on the pages of the book. She jumped, looking around wildly for a moment, before relaxing and coming over to where I sat.


“What is it, Penny?”


This city,” I said, jabbing my fingers at a sketch of the skyline. “Do we get to go there when we grow up? Is that why you teach us all these things?”


Everyone’s head had slowly lifted at my questions. They had lowered their eyes but no longer scanned the words, as they listened intently for an answer.


“Why the sudden interest?” Beatrix retorted, uncharacteristically sharp. “Last night I would have thought you’d learned your lesson! I only allowed you to read such a book to stop you from asking questions like this, not to educate you about a future home! Have you no common sense?”
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