

  


  [image: cover]






    

       

    




    REBEL ANGELS




    

       

    




    Also by Libba Bray


    


    A Great and Terrible Beauty




    

       

    




    [image: ]




    

       

    




    SIMON AND SCHUSTER


    First published in Great Britain by Simon & Schuster UK Ltd, 2006


    A CBS COMPANY.




    Originally published in the USA by Delacorte Press,


    an imprint of Random House Children’s Books, New York, 2005




    This paperback edition first published in 2007




    Text copyright © by Martha E. Bray, 2005


    Jacket photograph copyright © 2005 by Michael Frost




    This book is copyright under the Berne Convention.


    No reproduction without permission.


    All rights reserved.




    The right of Martha E. Bray to be identified as author of this work has been asserted in accordance with sections 77 and 78 of the Copyright,

    Designs and Patents Act, 1988.




    1 3 5 7 9 10 8 6 4 2




    Simon & Schuster UK Ltd


    1st Floor


    222 Gray's Inn Road


    London WC1X 8HB




    A CIP catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library


    ISBN 9781416901112


  eBook ISBN 9781847387172




  This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places and incidents are either a product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual people living or dead, events or locales is entirely coincidental.




    Printed and bound in Great Britain by


    Cox & Wyman, Reading, Berks




    

       

    




    CONTENTS




    ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS




    PROLOGUE




    CHAPTER ONE




    CHAPTER TWO




    CHAPTER THREE




    CHAPTER FOUR




    CHAPTER FIVE




    CHAPTER SIX




    CHAPTER SEVEN




    CHAPTER EIGHT




    CHAPTER NINE




    CHAPTER TEN




    CHAPTER ELEVEN




    CHAPTER TWELVE




    CHAPTER THIRTEEN




    CHAPTER FOURTEEN




    CHAPTER FIFTEEN




    CHAPTER SIXTEEN




    CHAPTER SEVENTEEN




    CHAPTER EIGHTEEN




    CHAPTER NINETEEN




    CHAPTER TWENTY




    CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE




    CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO




    CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE




    CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR




    CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE




    CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX




    CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN




    CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT




    CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE




    CHAPTER THIRTY




    CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE




    CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO




    CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE




    CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR




    CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE




    CHAPTER THIRTY-SIX




    CHAPTER THIRTY-SEVEN




    CHAPTER THIRTY-EIGHT




    CHAPTER THIRTY-NINE




    CHAPTER FORTY




    CHAPTER FORTY-ONE




    CHAPTER FORTY-TWO




    CHAPTER FORTY-THREE




    CHAPTER FORTY-FOUR




    CHAPTER FORTY-FIVE




    CHAPTER FORTY-SIX




    CHAPTER FORTY-SEVEN




    CHAPTER FORTY-EIGHT




    CHAPTER FORTY-NINE




    CHAPTER FIFTY




    ABOUT THE AUTHOR




    

       

    




    For Barry and Josh, of course


    


    And for my much-loved friends,


    proof that we somehow manage to find our own tribe




    

       

    




    ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS




    Books do not write themselves. If they did, Id have a lot more time to spend at Target. Nor are books written without the sage counsel, honest input, and occasional cheerleading of others. That’s why I have so many fabulous people to thank.




    My wonderful editor, Wendy Loggia, without whom I would be lost. My sassy and savvy publisher, Beverly Horowitz; talented designer Trish Parcell Watts; copyediting goddess Colleen Fellingham; the much-missed Emily Jacobs; publicity wenches Judith Haut and Amy Ehrenreich; Adrienne Waintraub and Tracy Bloom, for keeping me in fries; the deliciously puckish and zany Chip Gibson; and everybody else for everything else. Random House rocks.




    My terrific agent, Barry Goldblatt, and not just ’cause he cuts my checks and talks me off the ledge when I think my writing is so bad it might cause someone internal injury.




    The Strapping Gods of Victoriana: Colin Gale, senior archivist at Royal Bethlem Hospital, who tirelessly answered my questions and whose book, Presumed Curable, was a godsend. Mark Kirby, of the London Transport Museum, who was unfailingly polite and incredibly detailed even when I said stuff like, “Okay, but if she took the Underground from Piccadilly . . . ,” as if I were staging a scene out of Monty Python and the Holy Grail. And the delightful Lee Jackson – the one-stop-shopping source for anything, and I do mean anything, about the Victorian age. Smart, funny incredibly knowledgeable, fast with the e-mail answers, and an Elvis Costello fan. My heart swells with love. These men know their stuff. Any mistakes made or liberties taken are solely the fault of the author.




    Laurie Allee, reader extraordinaire, who once again nailed it. I’m not worthy.




    Holly Black, Cassandra Claire, and Emily Lauer, who know more about fantasy and magic systems on an off day than I could ever begin to know.




    Nancy Werlin, for asking all the right questions.




    The Right Honorable Kate Duffy of Kensington Books, who is without peer when it comes to peerage.




    My pals at YAWriter for just about everything.




    The barista staff of the Tea Lounge in Brooklyn – Brigid, Ben, Mario, Ali, Alma, Sherry, Peter, Amanda, Jonathan, Jesse, Emily, Rachel, Geoffrey – for caffeine, making me laugh, playing amazing music, letting me sit for hours, and generally making my work experience a happy one. Can’t wait till they finish building me that cubicle near the outlet . . . .




    The passionate booksellers and librarians I have met. You are my heroes.




    BookDivas, long may they read and reign.




    All the readers I’ve met on this crazy ride. Thanks for the inspiration and encouragement.




    And last but certainly not least, thanks to my son, Josh, for being so patient. Yes, honey, now we can play Clue.




    

       

    




    

      

        

          

            All that we see or seem / Is but a dream within a dream.




            —EdgarAllan Poe
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            Who first seduc’d them to that foul revolt?




            Th’ infernal Serpent; he it was, whose guile




            Stir’d up with Envy and Revenge, deceiv’d




            The Mother of Mankinde, what time his Pride




            Had cast him out from Heav’n, with all his Host




            Of Rebel Angels, by whose aid aspiring




            To set himself in Glory above his Peers,




            He trusted to have equal’d the most High,




            If he oppos’d; and with ambitious aim




            Against the Throne and Monarchy of God




            Rais’d impious War in heav’n and Battel proud




            With vain attempt. Him the almighty Power




            Hurl’d headlong flaming from th’ Ethereal Skie




            With hideous ruine and combustion down




            To bottomless perdition, there to dwell . . . .




            O Prince, O Chief of many Throned Powers,




            That led th’ imbattell’d Seraphim to Warr




            Under thy conduct, and in dreadful deeds




            Fearless, endanger’d Heav’n’s perpetual King;




            And put to proof his high Supremacy,




            Whether upheld by strength, or Chance, or Fate,




            Too well I see and rue the dire event,




            That with sad overthrow and foul defeat




            Hath lost us Heav’n, and all this mighty Host




            In horrible destruction laid thus low,




            As far as Gods and Heav’nly Essences




            Can Perish: for the mind and spirit remains




            Invincible, and vigour soon returns,




            Though all our Glory extinct, and happy state




            Here swallow’d up in endless misery . . . .




            To reign is worth ambition though in Hell:




            Better to reign in Hell, than serve in Heav’n.




            But wherefore let we then our faithful friends,




            Th’ associates and copartners of our loss




            Lye thus astonisht on th’ oblivious Pool,




            And call them not to share with us their part




            In this unhappy Mansion, or once more




            With rallied Arms to try what may be yet




            Regain’d in Heav’n, or what more lost in Hell?




            —John Milton, Paradise Lost, Book 1
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    PROLOGUE




    DECEMBER 7, 1895




    HEREIN LIES THE FAITHFUL AND TRUE ACCOUNT OF my last sixty days, by Kartik, brother of Amar, loyal son of the Rakshana, and of the strange visitation I received that has left me wary on this cold English night. To begin at the beginning, I must go back to the middle days of October, after the misfortune that occurred.




    It was growing colder when I left the woods behind the Spence Academy for Young Ladies. Id received a letter by falcon from the Rakshana. My presence was required immediately in London. I was to keep off the main roads and be certain I was not followed. For several miles, I travelled under cover of the Gypsy caravan. The rest of the way I made on foot, alone, shielded by trees or the broad cape of night.




    The second night, exhausted by my travels, half dead with cold and hunger – for I had finished my meagre portion of meat two days prior – my mind made strange by isolation, the woods began to play tricks on me. In my weakened state, every whippoorwill became a haunt; each twig broken under a fawn’s hooves a threat from the unquiet souls of barbarians slaughtered centuries before.




    By the light of the fire, I read several passages from my only book, a copy of The Odyssey, hoping to gain courage from the trials of that hero. For I no longer felt brave or certain of anything. Finally, I drifted into sleep and dreams.




    It was not a restful sleep. I dreamed of grass gone black as kindling. I was in a place of stone and ash. A lone tree stood outlined against a bloodred moon. And far below, a vast army of unearthly beings clamoured for war. Above the din, I heard my brother, Amar, screeching out a warning: “Do not fail me, brother. Do not trust . . .” But here the dream changed. She was there, bending over me, her golden red curls a halo against the bright sky.




    “Your destiny is joined to mine,” she whispered. She leaned close; her lips hovered near my own. I could feel the slightest heat from them. I woke quickly, but there was nothing, save the smouldering ash from my campfire and the night sounds of small animals scurrying for cover.




    When I arrived in London I was half starved and unsure where to go next. The Rakshana had not given me instruction as to where to find them; that was not their way. They always found me. As I stumbled among the crowds of Covent Garden, the smell of eel pie, hot and salty, nearly drove me mad with hunger. I was about to risk stealing one when I spotted him. A man stood against a wall, smoking a cigar. He was not remarkable: of medium height and build, wearing a dark suit and hat, the morning’s newspaper folded neatly under his left arm. He sported a well-groomed moustache, and along his cheek was a wicked smile of a scar. I waited for him to look away so that I could lift the pie without consequence. I feigned interest in a pair of street performers. One juggled knives while the other charmed the crowd. A third man, I knew, would be slipping about, relieving people of their wallets. I looked towards the wall again, and the man was gone.




    Now was the time to strike. Keeping my hand hidden beneath the cover of my cloak, I reached towards the pile of steaming buns. The hot pie was barely in my grasp when the man from the wall sidled up to me.




    “The Eastern Star is hard to find,” he said in a low but cheery voice. It was only then that I noted the pin on his lapel – a small sword emblazoned with a skull. The symbol of the Rakshana.




    I answered excitedly with the words I knew he expected, “But it shines brightly for those who seek it.”




    We clasped right hands then, placing the left over the fist as brothers of the Rakshana.




    “Welcome, novitiate, we’ve been waiting for you.” He leaned forward to whisper in my ear. “You have much to account for.”




    I cannot say exactly what happened next. The last sight I remember was of the meat pie woman pocketing coins. I felt a sharp pain at the back of my head, and the world swirled into blackness.




    When I came to, I found myself in a dank, dark room, blinking against the sudden light of many tall candles arranged in a circle around me. My escorts had vanished. My head ached like the devil, and now awake, my terror was sharpened against the whetstone of the unknown. Where was I? Who was that man? If he was Rakshana, why the club on the head? I kept my ears open, listening for sounds, voices, some clue as to where I was.




    “Kartik, brother of Amar, initiate of the brotherhood of the Rakshana . . .” The voice, deep and powerful, came from somewhere above me. I could see nothing but the candles, and behind that, utter darkness.




    “Kartik,” the voice repeated, most definitely wanting an answer.




    “Yes,” I croaked, when I could find my voice.




    “Let the tribunal begin.”




    The room began to take shape in the dark. Twelve feet or more above the floor was a railing running the circumference of the circular room. Behind the railing, I could just make out the ominous deep purple robes of the highest ranks of the Rakshana. These were not the brothers who had trained me my whole life, but the powerful men who lived and ruled in the shadows. For such a tribunal to take place, I had either done something very good – or very bad.




    “We are dismayed by your performance,” the voice continued. “You were supposed to watch the girl.”




    Something very bad. A new terror seized me. Not the fear that I might be beaten or robbed by hooligans, but the fear that I had disappointed my benefactors, my brothers, and that I would face their justice, which was legendary.




    I swallowed hard. “Yes, brother, I did watch her, but—”




    The voice rose sharply. “You were supposed to watch her and report to us. That is all. Was this mission too difficult for you, novice?”




    I could not speak, so great was my fear.




    “Why did you not report to us the moment she entered the realms?”




    “I – I thought I had things well in hand.”




    “And did you?”




    “No.” My answer hung in the air like so much smoke from the candles.




    “No, you did not. And now the realms have been breached. The unthinkable has happened.”




    I rubbed my sweaty palms against my knees, but it did not help. The cold, metallic taste of fear worked its way into my mouth. There was much I didn’t know about the organization to which I’d pledged myself, my loyalty, my very life, as my brother had before me. Amar had told me stories of the Rakshana, of their code of honour. Their place in history as protectors of the realms.




    “If you’d come to us immediately, we could have contained the situation.”




    “With all due respect, she is not what I expected.” I paused to think of the girl I’d left behind – headstrong, with startling green eyes. “I believe that she means well.”




    The voice boomed. “That girl is more dangerous than she knows. And more of a threat than you realize, boy. She has the potential to destroy us all. And now, between the two of you, the power has been unleashed. Chaos reigns.”




    “But she defeated Circe’s assassin.”




    “Circe has more than one dark spirit at her disposal.” The voice continued. “That girl shattered the runes that have housed the magic and kept it safe for generations. Do you understand that there is no control? The magic is loose inside the realms for any spirit to use. Already, many are using it to corrupt the spirits who must cross. They will bring them to the Winterlands and fortify their strength. How long before they weaken the veil between the realms and this world? Before they find a way to Circe or she finds a way in? How long before she has the power she covets?”




    A slick, icy fear spread through my veins.




    “Now you see. You understand what she has done. What you have helped her do. Kneel . . .”




    From nowhere came two strong hands, forcing me to my knees. My cloak was loosened at my neck and I felt cold hard steel against the frantic throbbing of the vein there. This was it. I had failed, brought shame on the Rakshana and my brothers memory, and now I would die for it.




    “Do you bow to the will of the brotherhood?” asked the voice.




    My voice, pressed tight in my throat by the flat of the knife, sounded frantic, strangled. A strangers voice. “I do.”




    “Say it.”




    “I . . . I bow to the will of the brotherhood. In all things.”




    The blade retreated. I was released.




    When I realized my life would be spared, I am ashamed to say that I felt near to crying tears of relief. I would live, and I’d have a chance yet to prove my worth to the Rakshana.




    “There is still hope. Has the girl ever made mention to you of the Temple?”




    “No, my brother. I have never heard of such a place.”




    “Long before the runes were constructed to control the magic, the Order used the Temple. It is rumoured to be the source of all power in the realms. It is the place where the magic can be controlled. Whosoever claims the Temple rules the realms. She must find it.”




    “Where is it?”




    There was a moments pause. “Somewhere inside the realms. We do not know for certain. The Order kept it well hidden.”




    “But how . . .”




    “She must use her wits. If she is truly one of the Order, the Temple will most likely call to her in some fashion. But she must be careful. Others will seek it as well. The magic is unpredictable, wild. Nothing from the other side can be trusted. This is most important. Once she finds the Temple, she must say these words: I bind the magic in the name of the Eastern Star.”




    “Won’t that give the Temple to the Rakshana?”




    “It will give us our due. Why should the Order have it all? Their time is past.”




    “Why do we not ask her to bring us in with her?”




    The room fell silent for a moment, and I feared I would have the knife to my throat again. “No member of the Rakshana may enter the realms. That was the witches’ punishment on us.”




    Punishment? For what? I had heard Amar say only that we were guardians to the Order, a system of checks and balances for their power. It was an uneasy alliance, but an alliance nonetheless. These things being spoken now made me wary.




    I was afraid to speak out but knew I must. “I do not think she will work for us willingly.”




    “Do not tell her your aim. Gain her trust.” There was a pause. “Woo her, if necessary.”




    I thought of the strong, powerful, stubborn girl I’d left behind. “She is not so easily wooed.”




    “Any girl can be wooed. It is merely a question of finding the right tool. Your brother, Amar, was quite skilled at keeping the girl’s mother on our side.”




    My brother wearing the cape of the damned. My brother using a demon’s war cry. Now was not the time to mention my unsettling dreams. They might think me a fool or a coward.




    “Gain her favour. Find the Temple. Keep her from any other dalliances. The rest shall be ours.”




    “But—”




    “Go now, Brother Kartik,” he said then, using the title of honour that might one day be conferred upon me as a full member of the Rakshana. “We shall be watching you.”




    My captors came forward then to place the blindfold over my eyes once more. I jumped to my feet. “Wait!” I cried out. “Once she has found the Temple, and the power is ours, what is to become of her?”




    The room was silent save for the flickering of the candles in the slight draft. At last the voice echoed down into the chamber.




    “Then you must kill her.”




    

       

    




    CHAPTER ONE




    DECEMBER 1895


    SPENCE ACADEMY FOR YOUNG LADIES




    AH, CHRISTMAS!




    The very mention of the holiday conjures such precious, sentimental memories for most: a tall evergreen tree hung with tinsel and glass; gaily wrapped presents strewn about; a roaring fire and glasses filled with cheer; carollers grouped round the door, their jaunty hats catching the snow as it falls; a nice fat goose resting upon a platter, surrounded by apples. And of course, fig pudding for dessert.




    Right. Jolly good. I should like to see that very much.




    These images of Christmas cheer are miles away from where I sit now, at the Spence Academy for Young Ladies, forced to construct a drummer boy ornament using only tinfoil, cotton, and a small bit of string, as if performing some diabolical experiment in cadaver regeneration. Mary Shelley’s monster could not be half so frightening as this ridiculous thing. The figure will not remind a soul of Christmas happiness. More likely, it will reduce children to tears.




    “This is impossible,” I grumble. I elicit no pity from any quarter. Even Felicity and Ann, my two dearest friends, which is to say my only friends here, will not come to my aid. Ann is determined to turn wet sugar and small bits of kindling into an exact replica of the Christ child in a manger. She seems to take no notice of anything beyond her own two hands. For her part, Felicity turns her cool grey eyes to me as if to say, Suffer. I am.




    No, instead, it is the beastly Cecily Temple who answers me. Dear, dear Cecily, or as I affectionately refer to her in the privacy of my mind, She Who Inflicts Misery Simply by Breathing.




    “I cannot fathom what is giving you such trouble, Miss Doyle. Really, it is the simplest thing in the world. Look, I’ve done four already.” She holds out her four perfect tinfoil boys for inspection. There is a round of oohing and aahing over their beautifully shaped arms, the tiny woollen scarves – knit by Cecily’s capable hands, but of course – and those delicate liquorice smiles that make them seem overjoyed to be hanging by the neck from a Christmas tree.




    Two weeks until Christmas and my mood blackens by the hour. The tinfoil boy seems to be begging me to shoot him. Compelled by a force larger than myself, I cannot seem to keep from placing the crippled ornament boy on the side table and performing a little show. I move the ugly thing, forcing him to drag his useless leg like Mr Dickens’s treacly Tiny Tim.




    “God bless us, every one,” I warble in a pathetic, high-pitched voice.




    This is greeted by horrified silence. Every eye is averted. Even Felicity, who is not known as the soul of decorum, seems cowed. Behind me, there is the familiar sound of a throat being cleared in grand disapproval. I turn to see Mrs Nightwing, Spence’s frosty headmistress, staring down at me as if I were a leper. Blast.




    “Miss Doyle, do you suppose that to be humorous? Making light of the very real pain of London’s unfortunates?”




    “I – I . . . why . . .”




    Mrs Nightwing peers at me over her spectacles. Her greying pouf of hair is like a nimbus warning of the storm to come.




    “Perhaps, Miss Doyle, if you were to spend time in service to the poor, wrapping bandages as I once did in my own youth during the Crimean War, you would acquire a healthy and much-needed dose of sympathy.”




    “Y-yes, Mrs Nightwing. I don’t know how I could have been so unkind,” I blabber.




    Out of the corner of my eye, I can see Felicity and Ann hunched over their ornaments as if they were fascinating relics from an archeological dig. I note that their shoulders are trembling, and I realize that they are fighting laughter over my terrible plight. There’s friendship for you.




    “For this you shall lose ten good conduct marks and I shall expect you to perform an act of charity during the holiday as penance.”




    “Yes, Mrs Nightwing.”




    “You shall write a full account of this charitable act and tell me how it has enriched your character.”




    “Yes, Mrs Nightwing.”




    “And that ornament needs much work.”




    “Yes, Mrs Nightwing.”




    “Have you any questions?”




    “Yes, Mrs Nightwing. I meant, no, Mrs Nightwing. Thank you.”




    An act of charity? Over the holiday? Would enduring time with my brother, Thomas, count towards that end? Blast. I’ve done it now.




    “Mrs Nightwing?” The sheer sound of Cecilys voice could make me froth at the mouth. “I hope these are satisfactory. I do so want to be of service to the unfortunate.”




    It’s possible that I shall lose consciousness from holding back a very loud Ha! at this. Cecily, who never misses an opportunity to tease Ann about her scholarship status, wants nothing to do with the poor. What she does want is to be Mrs Nightwing’s lapdog.




    Mrs Nightwing holds Cecily’s perfect ornaments up to the light for inspection. “These are exemplary, Miss Temple. I commend you.”




    Cecily gives a very smug smile. “Thank you, Mrs Nightwing.”




    Ah, Christmas.




    With a heavy sigh, I take apart my pathetic ornament and begin again. My eyes burn and blur. I rub them but it does no good. What I need is sleep, but sleep is the very thing I fear. For weeks, I’ve been haunted by wicked warnings of dreams. I cannot remember much when I awaken, only snatches here and there. A sky roiling with red and grey. A painted flower dripping tears of blood. Strange forests of light. My face, grave and questioning, reflected in water. But the images that stay with me are of her, beautiful and sad.




    “Why did you leave me here?” she cries, and I cannot answer. “I want to come back. I want us to be together again.” I break away and run, but her cry finds me. “It’s your fault, Gemma! You left me here! You left me!”




    That is all I remember when I wake each morning before dawn, gasping and covered in perspiration, more tired than when I went to bed. They are only dreams. Then why do they leave me feeling so troubled?




    “You might have warned me,” I protest to Felicity and Ann the moment we are left alone.




    “You might have been more careful,” Ann chides. From her sleeve she pulls a handkerchief gone grey with washing and dabs at her constantly leaking nose and watery eyes.




    “I wouldn’t have done it had I known she was standing directly behind me.”




    “You know that Mrs Nightwing is like God – everywhere at once. In fact, she may be God, for all I know.” Felicity sighs. The firelight casts a golden sheen upon her white-blond hair. She glows like a fallen angel.




    Ann looks around, nervous. “Y-y-you oughtn’t to talk about” – she whispers the word – “God that way.”




    “Why ever not?” Felicity asks.




    “It might bring bad luck.”




    Quiet descends, for we are all too well and too recently acquainted with bad luck to forget that there are forces at work beyond the world we see, forces beyond all reason and comprehension.




    Felicity stares at the fire. “You still assume there is a God, Ann? With all we’ve seen?”




    One of the noiseless servants flits down the dim hallway, the white of her apron outlined by the sombre grey of her uniform so that all that is seen against the darkness is the apron; the woman disappears entirely into shadow. If I follow her movement as she rounds a corner, I can see the happy, firelit hall from whence we’ve just come. A swarm of girls of varying ages, from six to seventeen, breaks out into spontaneous carolling, entreating God to rest ye merry gentlemen. No mention of God’s resting gentlewomen, merry or not.




    I long to join them, to light the candles on the grand tree, to pull at the strings on the bright Christmas crackers and hear the paper pop with a satisfying, jolly sound. I long to have no concerns other than whether Father Christmas will be kind this year or I shall find coal in my stocking.




    With arms linked like paper dolls cut from the same paper, a trio of girls sways back and forth; one places her soft, curly head on the shoulder of the girl next to her, and she in turn gives a tiny kiss to that one’s forehead. They have no idea that this world is not the only one. That far beyond the formidable, castle-like walls of Spence Academy, far beyond the barrier of Mrs Nightwing, Mademoiselle LeFarge, and the other instructors here to mould and shape our habits and characters like so much willing clay, beyond England itself, there is a place of such beauty and fearsome power. A place where what you dream can be yours, and you must be careful what you dream. A place where things can hurt you. A place that has already claimed one of us.




    I am the link to that place.




    “Let’s gather our coats,” Ann says, moving for the immense, coiling staircase that dominates the foyer.




    Felicity regards her curiously. “What ever for? Where are we going?”




    “It’s Wednesday,” Ann says, turning away. “Time to visit Pippa.”




    

       

    




    CHAPTER TWO




    WE MAKE OUR WAY THROUGH THE BARREN TREES behind the school until we reach a familiar clearing. It is frightfully damp, and I’m glad for my coat and gloves. To our right lies the pond where we lay lazily in a rowboat under early September skies. The rowboat sleeps now on the frostbitten rocks and the bitter, dead grass of winter at the water’s edge. The pond is a smooth, thin sheet of ice. Months ago, we shared these woods with an encampment of Gypsies, but they are long gone now, headed for warmer climes. In their party, I suppose, is a certain young man from Bombay with large brown eyes, full lips, and my father’s cricket bat. Kartik. I cannot help wondering if he thinks of me wherever he is. I cannot help wondering when he will come looking for me next, and what that will mean.




    Felicity turns to me. “What are you dreaming about back there?”




    “Christmas,” I lie, my words pushing out in small, steam engine puffs of white. It is miserably cold.




    “I have forgotten that you’ve never had a proper English Christmas. I shall have to acquaint you with it over the holiday We’ll steal away from home and have the most splendid time,” Felicity says.




    Ann keeps her eyes trained on the ground. She’ll stay here at Spence over the holiday. There are no relations to take her in, no presents to shake or memories to warm her till spring.




    “Ann,” I say too brightly. “How lucky you are to have the run of Spence while we’re away.”




    “You needn’t do that,” she answers.




    “Do what?”




    “Try to paint a bright face on it. I shall be alone and unhappy. I know it.”




    “Oh, please don’t go and feel sorry for yourself. I shan’t be able to bear the hour with you if you do,” Felicity says, exasperated. She grabs a long stick and uses it to whack at the trees as we pass them. Shamed into silence, Ann trods on. I should say something on her behalf, but more and more, I find Ann’s refusal to speak up for herself an annoyance. So I let it go.




    “Will you be attending balls over Christmas, do you think?” Ann asks, biting her lip, torturing herself. It is no different from the small cuts she makes on her arms with her sewing scissors, the ones her sleeves hide, the ones I know she has begun again.




    “Yes. Of course,” Felicity answers, as if the question is tedious. “My mother and father have planned a Christmas ball. Everyone shall be there.”




    Everyone except you, she might as well say.




    “I shall be confined to close quarters with my grandmama, who never misses an opportunity to point out my faults, and my infuriating brother, Tom. I promise you, it shall be a very taxing holiday.” I smile, hoping to make Ann laugh. The truth is that I feel guilty for abandoning her, but not guilty enough to invite her home with me.




    Ann gives me a sideways glance. “And how is your brother, Tom?”




    “The same. Which is to say impossible.”




    “He hasn’t set his hopes on someone, then?”




    Ann fancies Tom, who would never look twice at her. It’s a hopeless situation.




    “I do believe he has, yes,” I lie.




    Ann stops. “Who is it?”




    “Ah . . . a Miss Dalton. Her family is from Somerset, I believe.”




    “Is she pretty?” Ann asks.




    “Yes,” I say. We press on, and I hope that is the end of it.




    “As pretty as Pippa?”




    Pippa. Beautiful Pip, with her dark ringlets and violet eyes.




    “No,” I say. “No one is as beautiful as Pippa.”




    We’ve arrived. Before us stands a large tree, its bark mottled with a thin coat of frost. A heavy rock sits at its base. We remove our gloves and push the rock out of the way, revealing the decaying hollow there. Inside is an odd assortment of things – one kid glove, a note on parchment secured by a rock, a handful of toffees, and some desiccated funeral flowers that the wind takes the moment it whips through the old oak’s ancient wound.




    “Have you brought it?” Felicity asks Ann.




    She nods and pulls out something wrapped in green paper. She unfolds the paper to reveal an angel ornament constructed of lace and beads. Each of us has had a hand in sewing bits of it. Ann wraps the gift in the paper again and places it on the makeshift altar with the other remembrances.




    “Merry Christmas, Pippa,” she says, speaking the name of a girl who lies dead and buried these two months some thirty miles from here. A girl who was our dearest friend. A girl I might have saved.




    “Merry Christmas, Pippa,” Felicity and I mumble after.




    No one says anything for a moment. The wind’s cold here in the clearing with little to block it. Sharp pellets of mist cut through the wool of my winter coat, pricking my skin into gooseflesh. I look off to the right where the caves sit, silent, the mouth closed off by a new brick wall.




    Months ago, the four of us gathered in those caves to read the secret diary of Mary Dowd, which told us of the realms, a hidden, magical world beyond this one that was once ruled by a powerful group of sorceresses called the Order. In the realms, we can make our fondest wishes come true. But there are also dark spirits in the realms, creatures who wish to rule it. Mary Dowd discovered the truth of that. And so did we when our friend Pippa was lost to us forever.




    “Frightfully cold,” Ann says, breaking the silence. Her head is down and she clears her throat softly.




    “Yes,” Felicity says halfheartedly.




    The wind pulls a stubborn brown leaf from the tree and sends it skittering away.




    “Do you suppose we’ll ever see Pippa again?” Ann asks.




    “I don’t know,” I answer, though we all know she’s gone.




    For a moment, there’s nothing but the sound of the wind scuttling through the leaves.




    Felicity grabs a sharp stick, pokes it at the tree aimlessly. “When are we going back? You said . . .”




    “. . . that we’d go back once we’ve found the other members of the Order,” I finish.




    “But it’s been two months,” Ann whines. “What if there are no others?”




    “What if they refuse to allow Ann and me to enter? We’re not special, as you are,” Felicity says, giving “special” a nasty tone. It’s a wedge between us, the knowledge that I alone can enter the realms; that I have the power, and they do not. They can enter only if I take them.




    “You know what my mother told us: The realms decide who shall be chosen. It isn’t left to us,” I say, hoping that is the end of it.




    “When, pray, will these ladies of the Order make contact, and how?” Felicity asks.




    “I’ve no idea,” I admit, feeling foolish. “My mother said they would. It isn’t as if I can simply take an advert in the newspaper, is it?”




    “What of that Indian boy sent to watch you?” Ann asks.




    “Kartik? I haven’t seen him since the day of Pippa’s funeral.” Kartik. Is he out there even now in the trees, watching me, preparing to take me to the Rakshana, those men who would stop me from ever going back into the realms?




    “Perhaps that’s it, then, and he’s gone away for good.”




    This thought makes my heart ache. I can’t stop thinking of the last time I saw him, his large, dark eyes filled with some new emotion I couldn’t read, the soft heat of his thumb brushed across my lip, making me feel strangely empty and wanting.




    “Perhaps,” I say. “Or perhaps he’s gone to the Rakshana and told them everything.”




    Felicity mulls this over as she scrapes her name into the dry tree bark with a pointed stick. “If that were the case, don’t you think they would have come for us by now?”




    “I suppose.”




    “But they haven’t, don’t you see?” She pushes too hard on the stick and it breaks off on the Y so that her name reads FELICITV.




    “And you still haven’t had any visions?” Ann asks.




    “No. Not since I smashed the runes.”




    Felicity regards me coolly. “Nothing at all?”




    “No-thing,” I answer.




    Ann folds her hands under her arms to keep warm. “Do you suppose that was the source of it, then, and when you destroyed the runes you stopped your visions for good?”




    I hadn’t considered this. It makes me uneasy. Once, I was afraid of my visions, but now, I miss them. “I don’t know.”




    Felicity takes my hands in hers, giving me the full seductive powers of her charm. “Gemma, think of it – all that lovely magic going to waste. There’s so much we haven’t tried!”




    “I want to be beautiful again,” Ann says, warming to Felicity’s plan. “Or perhaps I could find a knight as Pippa did. A knight to love me true.”




    It isn’t as if I haven’t argued with myself over these very things. I ache to see the golden sunset over the river, to have all the power that I am denied in this world. It’s as if Felicity can sense my resolve weakening.




    She gives me a kiss on the cheek. Her lips are cold. “Gemma, darling, just a quick look around? In and out, with no one the wiser.”




    Ann joins in. “Kartik is gone and no one is watching us.”




    “What about Circe?” I remind them. “She’s still out there somewhere, just waiting for me to make a mistake.”




    “We’ll be very careful,” Felicity says. I can see how this will go. They will push me until I agree to take them in.




    “The truth of it is that I can’t enter the realms,” I say, looking off towards the woods. “I tried.”




    Felicity steps away from me. “Without us?”




    “Just once,” I say, avoiding her eyes. “But I couldn’t make the door of light appear.”




    “What a pity,” Felicity says. Her tone whispers, I don’t believe you.




    “Yes, so you see, we shall have to find the other members of the Order before we can return to the realms. I’m afraid there doesn’t seem to be any other way.”




    It’s a lie. For all I know I could enter the realms again at any time. But not yet. Not until I’ve had time to understand this strange power I’ve been given, this gift-curse. Not until I’ve had time to learn to master the magic, as my mother warned me I must. The consequences are too grave. It’s enough that I will live with Pippa’s death on my conscience for the rest of my days. I won’t make the same mistake twice. For now, it’s best that my friends believe I have no power left. For now, it’s best that I lie to them. At least, that is what I tell myself.




    In the distance, the church bell tolls, announcing that it is time for vespers.




    “We’ll be late,” Felicity says, walking towards the chapel. Her tone has turned cold as the wind. Ann follows dutifully, which leaves me to roll the heavy stone back in place over the altar.




    “Thank you for your help,” I mumble, straining against the rock. I catch sight of the parchment again. Strange. I don’t remember any of us putting it there, now that I think of it. It wasn’t there last week. And no one else knows of this place. I take the torn paper from under the rock and unfold it.




    I need to see you immediately.




    There is a signature, but I don’t need to read it. I recognize the handwriting.




    It belongs to Kartik.




    

       

    




    CHAPTER THREE




    KARTIK IS HERE, SOMEWHERE, WATCHING ME AGAIN.




    This is the thought that consumes me during vespers. He is here and needs to speak to me. Immediately, his note said. Why? What is so urgent? My stomach is a tight fist of fear and excitement. Kartik is back.




    “Gemma,” Ann whispers. “Your prayer book.”




    I’ve been so absorbed that I’ve forgotten to open my prayer book and pretend to follow along. From her position in the front pew, Mrs Nightwing turns to glare at me as only she can. I read a bit more loudly than is necessary so as to seem enthusiastic. Our headmistress, satisfied at my piety, faces forward again, and soon I am lost in new, troubled thoughts. What if the Rakshana have finally sent for me? What if Kartik is here to take me to them?




    A shudder travels the length of my spine. I shan’t let him do that. He shall have to come for me, and I won’t go down without a solid fight. Kartik. Who does he think he is? Kartik. Perhaps he’ll try to take me unawares? Sneak up behind me and wrap his strong arms about my waist? A struggle would ensue, of course. I would fight him, though he is quite strong, as I recall. Kartik. Perhaps we would fall to the ground, and he would pin me with the weight of his body, his arms holding mine down, his legs atop mine. I’d be his prisoner then, unable to move, his face so very near my own that I could smell the sweetness of his breath and feel its heat on my lips . . .




    “Gemma!” Felicity whispers sharply from my right side.




    Flushed and flustered, I snap to attention and read aloud the first line of the Bible that I see. Too late I realize that mine is the only voice in the silence. My outburst startles everyone, as if I have had a sudden religious conversion. The girls giggle in astonishment. My cheeks grow hot. Reverend Waite narrows his eyes at me. I daren’t look at Mrs Nightwing for fear that her withering glare will reduce me to ash. Instead, I do as the others and bow my head for prayer. In seconds, Reverend Waite’s reedy voice drifts over our heads, nearly putting me to sleep.




    “What ever were you thinking about?” Felicity whispers. “Your expression was very strange.”




    “I was lost in prayer,” I answer guiltily.




    She attempts to say something to this, but I lean forward, my gaze intent on Reverend Waite, and she cannot reach me without invoking the ire of Mrs Nightwing.




    Kartik. I have missed him, I find. Yet I know that if he is here, the news cannot be good.




    The prayer has ended. Reverend Waite gives a benediction to us, his flock, and turns us out into the world. Dusk has rolled in, quiet as a ghost ship, and with it has come the familiar fog. In the distance, the lights of Spence beckon. An owl hoots. Strange. There haven’t been many owls about lately. But there it is again. It’s coming from the trees to my right. Through the fog, I can see something glowing. A lantern rests at the base of a tree.




    It’s him. I know it.




    “What’s the matter?” Ann asks, seeing that I’ve stopped.




    “I’ve a pebble in my boot,” I say. “You carry on. I won’t be a moment.”




    For a second, I stand perfectly still, wanting to see him, wanting to be sure he is no haunt of my mind. The owl sound comes again, making me jump. Behind me, Reverend Waite closes the chapel’s oak doors with a boom, cutting off the light. One by one, the girls disappear into the fog ahead, their voices growing faint. Ann turns around, half swallowed by grey.




    “Gemma, come along!” Her voice drifts over the mist in echoes before it is gobbled completely.




    . . . ma . . . come . . . long . . . ong . . . ong . . .




    The owl’s call comes from the trees, more insistent this time. The dark has come down hard in the last few minutes. There is only the glow from Spence and this one lonely light in the woods. I am alone on the path. In a flash, I pull up my skirt hem and rush headlong after Ann with a most unladylike shout.




    “Wait for me! I’m coming!”




    

       

    




    CHAPTER FOUR




    THIS IS WHAT I KNOW OF THE STORY OF THE ORDER.




    They were once the most powerful women imaginable, for they were the keepers of the magical power that ruled the realms. There, where most mortals came only during dreams or after death, it was the Order who helped spirits cross over the river into the world beyond all worlds. It was the Order who helped them complete their souls’ tasks, if need be, so that they could move on. And it was the Order who could wield that formidable power in this world to cast illusions, to shape lives, and to influence the course of history. But that was before two initiates who were attending Spence, Mary Dowd and Sarah Rees-Toome, brought destruction to the Order.




    Sarah, who called herself Circe after the powerful Greek sorceress, was Mary’s dearest friend. While Mary’s power continued to grow, Sarah’s began to fade. The realms had not chosen her to continue on the path.




    Desperate to hold on to the power she craved, Sarah made a pact with one of the dark spirits of the realms in a forbidden place called the Winterlands. In exchange for the power to enter the realms at will, she promised it a sacrifice – a little Gypsy girl – and she convinced Mary to go along with her plan. With that one act, they bound themselves to the dark spirit and destroyed the power of the Order. To keep the spirits from entering this world, Eugenia Spence, the founder of Spence and a high priestess of the Order, stayed behind, sacrificing herself to the creature, and the Order lost their leader. Her last act was to toss her amulet – the crescent eye – to Mary and bid her to close the realms for good so that nothing could escape. Mary did, but she struggled with Sarah over the amulet, knocking over a candle. A terrible fire raged through the East Wing of Spence, and indeed, the damaged wing is still locked and unused today. It was assumed that both girls died in the fire, along with Eugenia. No one knew that as the fire raged, Mary escaped into the caves behind the school, leaving behind the diary we would eventually discover. Sarah was never found. Mary went into hiding in India, where she married John Doyle and was reborn as Virginia Doyle, my mother. Unable to enter the realms, the members of the Order scattered, looking and waiting for a time when they could claim their magical world and their power once more.




    For twenty years, nothing happened. The story of the Order faded from legend to myth – until June 21, 1895, my sixteenth birthday. That is the day that the magic of the Order began to come alive again – in me. That is the day that Sarah Rees-Toome, Circe, finally came for us. She had not died in that horrible fire after all, and she had been using her corrupt bond with that dark spirit of the Winterlands to plot her revenge. One by one, she hunted down the members of the Order, looking for the daughter who was being whispered about, the girl who could enter the realms and bring back the glory and the power. That is the day that I had my first vision, when I saw my mother die, hunted by Circe’s assassin – that supernatural creature who also brutally murdered Amar of the Rakshana, a cult of men who both protect and fear the power of the Order. It was the day I first met Kartik, Amar’s younger brother, who would become my guardian and tormentor, bound to me by duty and sorrow.




    It was the day that would come to shape the rest of my life. For afterwards, I was sent here to Spence. My visions led me to enter the realms with my friends, where I was reunited with my mother and learned of my birthright to the Order; where my friends and I used the magic of the runes to change our lives; where I fought Circe’s assassin and smashed the Runes of the Oracle – those stones that hold magic; where my mother died at last, and our friend Pippa, also. I watched her choose to stay, watched her walk hand in hand with a handsome knight into a place of no return. Pippa, my friend.




    In the realms, I learned of my fate: I am the one who must form the Order once again and continue their work. That is my obligation. But I have another, secret mission: I shall face my mother’s old friend – my foe. I shall face Sarah Rees-Toome, Circe, at last, and I shall not waver.




    [image: ]




    A steady rain lashes at the windows, making sleep impossible, though Ann is certainly snoring loudly enough. But it is not the rain that has me up, my skin prickly, my ears attuned to every small sound. It is that every time I close my eyes, I see those words on parchment: I must see you immediately.




    Is Kartik out there, now, in the rain?




    A gust blows against the windows, rattling them like bones. Ann’s snoring rises and falls. It is pointless to lie here fretting. I light my bedside lamp and adjust the flame to a low flicker, just enough to find what I need. Rummaging through my wardrobe, I find it: my mother’s social diary. I run my fingers over the leather and remember her laugh, the softness of her face.




    I turn my attention back to the diary I know so well and spend half an hour scouring my mother’s words for some guidance, but I find none. I haven’t the vaguest idea of how to go about reforming the Order or how to use the magic. There is no useful information on the Rakshana and what they may have planned for me. There is nothing more to tell me about Circe and how I might find her before she finds me. It feels as if the whole world is waiting for me to act, and I am lost. I wish my mother had left me more clues.




    The pull of my mother’s voice, even on a page, is strong. Missing her, I stare at her words until my eyes feel heavy, pulled down by the late hour. Sleep. That is what I need. Sleep without the terror of dreams. Sleep.




    My head snaps up suddenly. Was that a knock at the front door? Have they come for me? Every nerve is alive, every muscle taut. There is nothing but the rain. No bustling in the hallways to suggest someone rushing to answer a call. It is far too late for visitors, and surely Kartik would not use the front door. I am beginning to think that perhaps I dreamed it when I hear the knock again – louder this time.




    Now there is movement below. Quickly I put out my lantern. Brigid, our garrulous housekeeper, mutters as she thunders past on her way to answer the door. Who could be calling at so late an hour? My heart is keeping fast time with the rain as I creep down the hall and perch near the staircase. Brigid’s candle streaks the wall with shadows as she takes the stairs nearly two at a time, her long braid flying wildly behind her.




    “By awl the saints,” Brigid mutters. She huffs and puffs and reaches the door just as another knock descends. The door swings wide, letting the driving rain in with it. Someone has arrived in the dead of night. Someone dressed entirely in black. I feel as if I shall be sick with fright. I am frozen in place, not sure whether to make a dash down the stairs and out the door or run back to my room and bolt the door. In the dark of the hall, I cannot make out a face. Brigid’s candle moves closer, casting a glow on the figure. If this is a member of the Rakshana come for me, then I am most confused. For this is a woman. She gives her name, but as the door is still open I cannot hear it over the howling of the rain and wind. Brigid nods and bids the coachman come in and leave the woman’s trunk in the hallway. The woman pays him and Brigid closes the door against the press of night.




    “I’ll just wake the parlourmaid to get you set’led,” Brigid grouses. “No sense wakin’ Missus Nightwing. She’ll see you in proper come mornin’.”




    “That will be satisfactory,” the woman says. Her voice is deep with a hint of a burr, an accent I cannot place.




    Brigid turns up the lights to a low glow. She can’t resist giving one final harrumph on her way to the maid’s quarters. Left alone, the woman peels off her hat, revealing thick, dark hair and a severe face framed by heavy brows. She looks about the place, taking in the snake chandelier, the ornate carvings of nymphs and centaurs here and there. No doubt she has already noted the gargoyle collection dotting the roof and is likely wondering what sort of place this may be.




    She glances up the expanse of the staircase, and stops, cocking her head. She squints as if she sees me. Quickly I duck into the shadows, pushing myself flat against the wall. In a moment, I hear Brigid’s sharp voice barking out orders to the sleepy parlourmaid.




    “This is Miss McCleethy, our new teacher. See to her things. I’ll show her to her room.”




    Mimi, the parlourmaid, yawns and reaches for the lightest of the luggage, but Miss McCleethy takes it from her.




    “If you don’t mind, I should like to take this. My personal effects.” She smiles without showing any teeth.




    “Yes, miss.” Mimi curtsies in deference and, sighing, directs her attention to the large trunk in the foyer.




    Brigid’s candle turns the staircase into a dance of shadow and light. I fly on tiptoe down the hall and take refuge behind a potted fern resting on a wooden stand, watching them from the cover of those mammoth leaves. Brigid leads the way, but Miss McCleethy stops at the landing. She gazes at everything as if she has seen it before. What happens next is most curious indeed. At the imposing double doors that lead to the fire-damaged East Wing, the woman stops, flattening her palm against the warped wood there.




    In straining to see, my shoulder bumps the potted fern. The stand wobbles precariously. Quickly, I put out a hand to steady it, but already, Miss McCleethy peers into the darkness.




    “Who’s there?” she calls out.




    Heart pounding, I tighten myself into a ball, hoping the fern will disguise me. It won’t do to be caught sneaking about the halls of Spence in the dead of night. I can hear the creaking of the floorboards signalling Miss McCleethy’s approach. I’m done for. I shall lose all my good conduct marks and be forced to spend an eternity writing out Bible passages in penance.




    “This way, Miss McCleethy, if you please,” Brigid calls down.




    “Yes, coming,” Miss McCleethy answers. She leaves her perch by the doors and follows Brigid up and around the staircase till the hall is dark and silent once again save for the rain.
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    My sleep, when it comes, is fitful, poisoned by dreams. I see the realms, the beautiful green of the garden, the clear blue of the river. But that is not all I see. Flowers that weep black tears. Three girls in white against the grey of the sea. A figure in a deep green cloak. Something’s rising from the sea. I cannot see it; I can see only the faces of the girls, the cold, hard fear reflected in their eyes just before they scream.




    I wake for a moment, the room fighting to take shape, but the undertow of sleep is too powerful and I find myself in one last dream.




    Pippa comes to me wearing a garland of flowers on her head like a crown. Her hair is black and shining as always. Strands of it fly about her bare shoulders, so dark against the paleness of her skin. Behind her, the sky bleeds red into thick streaks of dark clouds, and a gnarled tree twists in on itself, as if it’s been burned alive and this is all that remains of its once proud beauty.




    “Gemma,” she says, and my name echoes in my head till I can hear nothing else. Her eyes. There’s something wrong with her eyes. They’re a bluish white, the colour of fresh milk, circled by a ring of black with one small dot of black in the centre. I want to look away, but I can’t.




    “It’s time to come back to the realms . . . ,” she says, over and over, like the gentlest lullaby. “But careful Gemma, my darling . . . they’re coming for you. They’re all coming for you.”




    She opens her mouth with a terrible roar, exposing the sharp points of her hideous teeth.




    

       

    




    CHAPTER FIVE




    WHEN MORNING FINALLY COMES, I AM SO TIRED that my eyes feel as if they are coated in sand. I’ve a foul taste in my mouth, so I gargle a bit of rosewater, spitting it as delicately as possible into the washstand. What I cannot rid myself of is the horrible image in my head, the one of Pippa as a monster.




    It was only a dream, Gemma, only a dream. It is your remorse come to haunt you. Pippa chose to stay. It was her choice, not yours. Let it go.




    I give my mouth one more rinse, as if that could possibly cure me of my ills.
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    In the dining room, the long rows of tables have been set for breakfast. Winter floral arrangements of poinsettias and feathery ferns in silver vases dot every fourth place setting. It is lovely, and I find myself forgetting the dream and remembering that it is Christmas.




    I join Felicity and Ann as we stand wordlessly at attention behind our chairs, waiting for Mrs Nightwing to lead us in grace. There are bowls of preserves and great slabs of butter beside our plates. The air is perfumed with the wood-sweet smell of bacon. The waiting is torture. At last, Mrs Nightwing stands and asks us to bow our heads. There is a mercifully short prayer and we are allowed to take our places at the table.




    “Have you noticed?” Martha says in a stage whisper. She is one of Cecily’s loyal followers and has begun to dress like her and even to resemble her a bit. They share the same practised, coy laugh and a tendency to smile in a way that is meant to look demure but only seems as if they have bitten off too much bread and cannot swallow.




    “Noticed what?” Felicity asks.




    “We’ve a new teacher,” Martha continues. “Do you see? She’s sitting beside Mademoiselle LeFarge.”




    Mademoiselle LeFarge, our plump French instructor, sits with the other teachers at a long table set apart. She has been seeing a detective from Scotland Yard, an Inspector Kent whom we all like very much, and since their courtship began, she has taken to wearing brighter colours and more fashionable dresses. Her newfound gaiety, however, has not extended to excusing my deplorable French.




    Heads swivel in the direction of the new teacher, who is seated between LeFarge and Mrs Nightwing. She wears a suit of grey flannel, a sprig of holly pinned to one lapel. I recognize her instantly as the woman who arrived in the dead of night. I could share this information. It might make me quite popular at the table. Most likely, it would cause Cecily to run immediately to Mrs Nightwing and inform her of my night-time activities. I decide to eat a fig instead.




    Mrs Nightwing rises to speak. My fork, which was so very close to tasting happiness, must be stilled at my plate. I utter a silent prayer that she will be brief, though I know this is very much like asking for snow in July.




    “Good morning, girls.”




    “Good morning, Mrs Nightwing,” we answer in unison.




    “I wish to present Miss McCleethy, our new instructor in the arts. In addition to drawing and painting, Miss McCleethy is knowledgeable in Latin and Greek, badminton, and archery.”




    Felicity flashes me an excited smile. Only Ann and I know how happy this makes her. In the realms, she proved to be quite a skilled archer, a fact that would no doubt startle those who think she is concerned only with the latest fashion from Paris.




    Mrs Nightwing drones on. “Miss McCleethy comes to us from the very esteemed Saint Victoria’s School for Girls in Wales. I am fortunate indeed, for I’ve known her as a dear friend for many a year.”




    At this Mrs Nightwing gives Miss McCleethy a warm smile. It is astonishing! Mrs Nightwing has teeth! I have always assumed that our headmistress hatched from a dragons egg. That she is in possession of a “dear friend” is beyond me.




    “I’ve no doubt she will prove an invaluable asset to us here at Spence, and I ask you to welcome her warmly. Miss Bradshaw, perhaps you’d be willing to sing a song for our Miss McCleethy? A carol would be nice, I should think.”




    Ann rises dutifully and walks between the long tables towards the front. As she goes there is a bit of whispering, a snigger or two. The other girls never seem to tire of tormenting Ann, who keeps her head down and endures their cruelty. But when she opens her mouth to sing “Lo, How a Rose E’er Blooming,” her voice, clear and beautiful and powerful, silences every critic. When she finishes, I want to stand and cheer. Instead, we give a round of brief, polite applause as she walks back to the table. Cecily and her friends make a point of not acknowledging Ann at all, as if she hasn’t just sung for the whole room. It’s as if she doesn’t exist for them. She’s no more than a ghost.




    “That was splendid,” I whisper to her.




    “No,” she says, blushing. “It was terrible.” But a sheepish smile lights up her face anyway.




    Miss McCleethy stands to address us. “Thank you, Miss Bradshaw. That was a nice start to our day.”




    A nice start? It was lovely. Perfect, in fact. Miss McCleethy has no passion at all, I decide. I shall be forced to give her two bad conduct marks in my invisible ledger.




    “I look forward to meeting each of you and hope to be of service. You may find that I am an exacting teacher. I expect your very best at all times. But I think you will also find that I am fair. If you put forth effort, you shall be rewarded. If not, you shall suffer the consequences.”




    Mrs Nightwing beams. She has found a kindred spirit, which is to say, someone devoid of all human joy. “Thank you, Miss McCleethy,” she says. She sits, which is our blessed cue to begin eating.




    Ah, grand. Now to the bacon. I lift two thick slices onto my plate. They are like heaven.




    “She sounds a jolly sort,” Felicity whispers naughtily, nodding towards Miss McCleethy. The others titter behind closed mouths. Only Felicity can get away with such outright cheek. If I were to make such a remark, I’d be greeted with stony silence.




    “What a strange accent she has,” Cecily says. “Foreign.”




    “Doesn’t sound Welsh to me,” Martha adds. “More Scottish, I should think.”




    Elizabeth Poole drops two lumps of sugar into her brackish tea and stirs daintily. She’s wearing a delicate bracelet of golden ivy, no doubt an early gift from her grandfather, who is rumoured to be wealthier than the Queen. “She could be Irish, I suppose,” she says in her tight, high voice. “I do hope she isn’t a Papist.”




    It wouldn’t be worth my time to point out that our own Brigid is Irish and Catholic. For people like Elizabeth, the Irish are fine – in their place. And that place is living under stairs, working for the English.




    “I certainly hope she is an improvement on Miss Moore.” Cecily takes a bite of jam on toast.




    At Miss Moore’s name, Felicity and Ann go silent, eyes down. They haven’t forgotten that we were responsible for the dismissal of our former art teacher, a woman who took us into the caves behind Spence to show us the primitive goddess paintings there. It was Miss Moore who told me about my amulet and its connection to the Order. It was Miss Moore who told us stories about the Order, and that, in the end, was what led to her fall. Miss Moore was my friend, and I miss her.




    Cecily wrinkles her nose. “All those stories about magical women . . . what was it?”




    “The Order,” Ann says.




    “Oh, yes. The Order,” Cecily says. She gives the next bit a dramatic flair. “Women who could create illusions and change the world.” This makes Elizabeth and Martha laugh and draws the attention of our instructors.




    “Utter nonsense, if you ask me,” Cecily says in a quiet voice.




    “They were only myths. She told us that,” I say, trying not to meet the eyes of either Ann or Felicity.




    “Exactly. What purpose did she have in telling us stories about sorceresses? She was supposed to teach us how to draw lovely pictures, not take us into a damp cave to see primitive scratchings by some old witches. It’s a wonder we didn’t all take a chill and die.”




    “You needn’t be so melodramatic,” Felicity says.




    “It’s true! In the end, she got what she deserved. Mrs Nightwing was right to dismiss her. And you were absolutely right to put the blame where it belonged, Fee – on Miss Moore. If it hadn’t been for her, perhaps dear Pippa . . .” Cecily doesn’t finish.




    “Perhaps what?” I say icily.




    “I shouldn’t say,” Cecily demurs. She is rather like a cat with a small mouse in her mouth.




    “It was epilepsy that killed Pippa,” Felicity says, fiddling with her napkin. “She had a fit . . .”




    Cecily lowers her voice. “But Pippa was the first to tell Mrs Nightwing about that wretched diary you were all reading. She was the one who confessed that you’d been out to the caves at night, and that you had got the idea from Miss Moore herself. I think that a strange coincidence, don’t you?”




    “The scones are exceptionally good today,” Ann says, trying to change the subject. She cannot bear conflict of any kind. She fears that it will always be her fault somehow.




    “What are you accusing her of?” I blurt out.




    “I think you know what I’m saying.”




    I can contain myself no longer. “Miss Moore was guilty of nothing but sharing a bit of folklore. I suggest we refrain from speaking of her altogether.”




    “Well, I like that,” Cecily says, laughing. The others follow her lead. Cecily is an idiot, but why is it that she still has the power to make me feel foolish? “Of course, you would defend her, Gemma. It was that strange amulet of yours that began the conversation in the first place, as I recall. What is it called again?”




    “The crescent eye,” Ann answers, crumbs sticking to her bottom lip.




    Elizabeth nods, adding kindling to the fire. “I don’t think you ever told us exactly how you came to be in possession of it.”




    Ann stops eating mid-scone, her eyes large. Felicity jumps in. “She did say. A village woman gave it to her mother for protection. It was an Indian custom.”




    It is an amulet of the Order, given to me by my mother before she died. My mother, Mary Dowd, who with her friend, Sarah Rees-Toome, committed a vile act of sacrifice here at this very school more than twenty years ago and shattered the Order.




    “Yes, that’s correct,” I say softly.




    “They were most likely in league,” Cecily says to her followers in a whisper that is meant to be overheard. “I wouldn’t be at all surprised if she were a . . .” Cecily stops suddenly for effect. I shouldn’t take the bait, but I do.




    “A what?”




    “Miss Doyle, do you not know that it’s rude to eavesdrop on others’ conversations?”




    “A what?” I press.




    A cruel smirk spreads across Cecily’s face. “A witch.”




    With the back of my hand, I knock the bowl of preserves onto Cecily’s plate. Some of the raspberry splatters across her dress so that she will have to change before Mademoiselle LeFarge’s class. She’ll be late and lose marks.




    Cecily stands in outrage. “You did that on purpose, Gemma Doyle!”




    “Oh, how clumsy of me.” I make a diabolical face, baring my teeth. “Or perhaps it was witchcraft.”




    Mrs Nightwing rings a bell. “What is happening there? Miss Temple! Miss Doyle! Why are you creating such a scene?”




    “Miss Doyle deliberately knocked the preserves onto my dress!”




    I stand. “It was an accident, Mrs Nightwing. I don’t know how I could have been so clumsy. Dear Cecily, here, let me help you.” Giving my best well-mannered smile, I swipe at her dress with my napkin, infuriating her.




    She pushes my hand away. “She’s lying, Mrs Nightwing! She did it on purpose, didn’t she, Elizabeth?”




    Elizabeth, the obedient dog, comes to Cecily’s aid. “She did, Mrs Nightwing. I saw it.”




    Felicity’s up now. “That is a lie, Elizabeth Poole. You know very well that it was an accident. Our Gemma would never do such an unkind thing.”




    Well, that is a lie, but I’m grateful for it.




    Martha stands for Cecily. “She’s always had it in for our Cecily. She is a most uncivilized girl, Mrs Nightwing.”




    “I resent that!” I say. I look to Ann for help. She sits meekly at the table, still eating and unwilling to enter the fray.




    “That is enough!” Mrs Nightwing’s harsh voice silences us. “This is a fine welcome for our Miss McCleethy. She will probably pack her things and head for the hills rather than stay amongst the savages. I cannot possibly loose you upon an unsuspecting London like the hounds of Hades. Therefore, we shall spend the day perfecting our manners and reflecting in prayer until what emerges is the sort of young lady Spence would be proud to call her own. Now, let us finish our breakfast in peace without any further unseemly outbursts.”




    Reprimanded, we sit and resume our meal.




    “If I weren’t a Christian, I should tell her exactly what I think of her,” Cecily says to the others as if I can’t hear her clearly.




    “Are you a Christian, Miss Temple? I couldn’t be sure,” I say.




    “How would you know about Christian charity, Miss Doyle, raised among the heathens in India?” Cecily turns to Ann. “Dear Ann, you should take care not to be associated with such a girl,” she says, flicking her glance to me. “She might do great harm to your reputation, and, truly, that is all you have to recommend you as a governess.”




    I have met the devil, and her name is Cecily Temple. The evil frog knows just how to sow fear and doubt in Ann – poor, orphaned Ann, a scholarship student who is only here at a distant cousins largesse, so that she might work for them when she leaves. Cecily and her ilk will never accept her, but they make sport of using her when it suits them.




    If I’d hoped that Ann would rise to the occasion, I was sadly mistaken.




    Ann does not say, “Why, Cecily, you really are a toad of a girl.” “Why, Cecily, thank heavens you’ve a fortune, for with that face you’ll need it.” “Why, Cecily, Gemma is my good, dear, true friend, and I should never speak against her.”




    No. Ann sits silently, letting Cecily think she’s won by her refusal to go against her. And so Cecily does, making Ann feel, for the moment, as if she has been accepted into their circle, though nothing could be further from the truth.
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