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Our stories say that when the human world was first made, not all of it fit.


Pieces fell off the whole, like too much dough being stuffed into a small pan, and those bits dropped into cracks and were forgotten. Our stories, the oldest ones, the ones most people no longer remember, say that my country, Cane, is one of those forgotten places, hidden away in some cosmic pocket of existence, for the most part separated from the human world, but not entirely. Tenuous links connect the two worlds—like certain traveling songs, and hidden doorways, and magic, if you’re able to use it.


Not everyone in Cane believes that legend, though. Why would they? Their world is their world, and why would there be another? Most common folk don’t like to think about unsettling things. Doing so disrupts their feeling that they are quite wise, thank you very much, or at least wise enough to get by, to have nice meals and a warm bed at the end of the day, and to know that there are no other worlds besides their own.


But I knew better.


The magic folk—the beings born, as our stories say, of the sea and the stars—knew better too. Once the magic folk fell from the skies and rose from the depths, they knew that we humans were from elsewhere, that the first of us had not been born here in Cane. But our blood surged with the land. We breathed, and it breathed. This connection, this kinship, was a gift from the great native creatures that had adopted us as their own, because before our arrival there had been only darkness. The dragons had been small, white, and blind, and the sea serpents had been writhing in frothy muck; the wild horses of the eastern flats had been frail and brittle-boned, and the nightbirds had had no wings.


When the humans stumbled into Cane, we brought the light. That is what our stories say.


So the magic folk pledged us allegiance in honor of our blood, our blood infused with the life force of the land itself, and for many years the country thrived. The dragons were strong, and the nightbirds soared; the eastern herds ran savage, and the sea serpents lured ships into storms. The forests whispered secrets and songs, for the magic folk brought it out of them. More humans arrived, by accident or by design, for the first four human families needed fresh blood. Over time the families grew and prospered—one in the capital, the other three ruling the outlying provinces as lesser equals. And after many ages Cane crawled with life—with us, the humans; and with the magic folk; and sometimes with creatures even stranger than that, who slipped through the secret cracks between worlds without meaning to.


But the peace did not last.


It ended, as so many things do, with betrayal.


With a glance. A whisper.


A kiss.





PART ONE


The Crooked City





An eerie feeling came over them when dusk fell and, as usual on Christmas Eve, no light was brought in.
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One more hour and Clara Stole could turn criminal.


Could, that is, if she managed to stand her ground until then, for every eye in the crowd was watching her, waiting for her to say something impressive, something to commemorate the day. And she was so tired of fumbling through grand words that were never quite grand enough for such hungry, thirsty people. Hungry for food, thirsty for a numbing drink—but even hungrier, even thirstier, for hope.


Hope.


What would Hope Stole have thought of Clara, on this strange, wintry day? What would she have thought of her elder daughter? She would have been proud of Clara, surely, for the speech Clara was about to make, and for keeping the Bowery Hope Shelter project alive despite the gradual decrease in funding.


And, just as surely, she would have been angry at Clara for what would come after—the criminal part, the part that would involve sneaking, thievery, breaking and entering.


The part Godfather had unknowingly inspired.


Yes, Hope Stole would have been disappointed, and her eyes would have flashed in that famously fearsome way, and she would probably have railed at Godfather about responsibility this and safety that. She had always been worried about her daughters’ safety, even more so than most mothers Clara knew, as if the world were full of dangers only she could see. Funny, that, as without her mother’s influence, Godfather wouldn’t have been brought into their lives, and without Godfather, Clara might not have ever thought of doing something like what she would do in—fifty-seven minutes, now?


And anyway, the daughter of a New York City gang lord is criminal by her very blood. Being uncriminal, Clara had decided—being good—would have been like snubbing her heritage.


Somehow she didn’t think her mother would have been impressed with that line of reasoning.


But her mother was dead, and it was past time for Clara to find answers. If she could only, for this short while, manage to keep her head.


That was her credo these days, and an increasingly difficult one to follow: Keep your head, Clara, while everyone around you loses theirs, or already has.


And when you yourself are close to doing the same.


Beside her, Leo Wiley, her father’s secretary, cleared his throat. Her cue.


Clara approached the edge of the stone steps, breathing deeply to calm her racing heart. Anxiety nipped at her insides; as always, she shoved past it. There was no place for it here, not when she was playing the good, glamorous mayor’s daughter. A tangle of red hair came loose from its knot and fell across her eyes, as though it knew her true state of mind. Before her the crowd waited, shifting, eyeing her—blankly, skeptically, and, a few, with hope.


“My mother loved this city,” Clara began, “and the people in it.” Her voice wanted to shrink and crack, and her hands were shaking. She wasn’t good at this, but she had to be, so she pretended. She didn’t like wearing this fine gown; even with its many layers and her winter coat, she felt bare, exposed, too prettied up to feel safe. But she had to look the part, so she tolerated her raging discomfort. Not for the first time that day, she wished her father were up here instead. It should have been him dedicating this building in his wife’s honor. But her father was different now; he had changed over the past year. Everything had.


“She, er . . .” Clara’s voice trailed off. The crowd glanced around, uncertain. So many of them, so many mouths and fears and empty bellies, measuring her. Surely they could see through this lace and satin and velvet brocade to the shaking nakedness underneath.


Pull yourself together, Clara Stole. You can’t afford not to.


“Pardon me.” She dabbed her eyes with a handkerchief, fingered the ebony cross at her neck. “She would have loved to be here today, you see.”


Ah. The crowd nodded sympathetically, shared knowing glances, shifted forward to better see the dear, tenderhearted, motherless girl. Clara felt Mr. Wiley puff up with pleasure; he would be proud of her performance. There would be a warm, supportive summary of the event in tomorrow’s paper. It would be fantastic press for the mayor’s office.


Clara clutched the worn wooden podium. It was the only thing preventing her from running away to hide, preferably in Godfather’s shop. There, no one’s eyes were ever on her except his solitary, sharp gray one—and the stern black ones of the statue in the corner.


“Again, pardon me.” Clara cleared her throat; the sound of tears in her voice, at least, would be genuine. Fifty-five minutes now, perhaps. She clung to the estimate with slipping nerves. Only fifty-five more minutes. “My mother worked tirelessly for the betterment of our city,” she continued, addressing the bare black branches in the park beyond, avoiding the eyes in the crowd. “She dreamed of a place where the less fortunate could turn for shelter, warmth, and rest.”


Clara gestured at the narrow gray edifice behind her—the new Bowery Hope Shelter, the building stained here and there with ash from the 1879 fire that had left several east-side neighborhoods in ruins.


“My great hope is that this shelter will do justice to her memory, and help fulfill her dream of a city that provides a place for everyone.”


Clara smiled at the crowd and stepped back, allowing Walter Higgins, the Commissioner for Human Health, to take the stage. A Concordia lord otherwise known as the Merry Butcher, his skill with a cleaver was legend—but today, he was all respectable reassurance. As he spoke, some of the crowd’s tentative smiles grew. Perhaps they believed his words—that the new shelter would provide a spot of relief for the growing number of people forced to live on the streets, and boost city morale in time for Christmas. Clara sighed; she knew better. Inside the shelter would be warmer than outside, yes, but the building was shoddy and flea-ridden, and instead of beds, poorly constructed coffins halfheartedly disguised with tarpaulins lined the walls. It was the only thing Clara had been able to persuade her father to provide.


“There’s no money, my sweet one,” John Stole would tell her again and again while he smoked imported cigars and reeked of fine alcohol, and while the other lords of the underground syndicate-turned-empire that called itself Concordia attended the theater with their wives, in silk top hats and heavy furs.


No money, indeed.


Clara was not her mother; she could influence her father only so much. Concordia had chosen him for their figurehead two years before, when Boss Plum had helped her father become mayor, bribing and threatening John Stole’s way to the top. But at what price? Her father’s integrity, for one. John Stole had barely resisted the most heinous of Concordia’s demands that first year in office. Clara had heard her parents’ arguments through their cracked-open bedroom door—her father insisting he must bow to Concordia’s wishes, her mother incredulous that he had gotten himself into this position.


But Hope’s murder had weakened John Stole, destroyed in the space of a day the last vestiges of his crumbling fortitude. It was as though something had eaten away at him over the past year, transforming him into a powerless ghost. Sometimes Clara felt as though she had lost two parents instead of just the one—one to murder, the other to the snarls of Concordia’s web.


She could still recall the headlines from that dreadful day, just after Christmas last year: HOPE IS DEAD!


“The headline writes itself, don’t it?” Clara had heard one of the scandalized servants whisper to another outside her mother’s parlor. There Clara had sat, sixteen years old and numb, her eleven-year-old sister, Felicity, sobbing in her arms, for once not worrying about her face turning blotchy.


The headline should have read, HOPE IS MURDERED: BLUDGEONED, SCALPED, MAIMED, AND HUNG LIKE A SPLIT-OPEN DOLL BY THE RIVERSIDE! Her father had not allowed her to see the photographs of her mother’s body, but Clara had heard Concordia gentlemen whispering about the grisly details at the mayor’s mansion when they’d slipped in through the underground entrance and thought no one was listening—especially not the mayor’s quiet elder daughter, who, thanks to Godfather, knew how to sneak.


And in sneaking—through the mansion and throughout the city—she had learned many things. Though her mother had been officially declared a victim of the downtown gang wars, Police Chief Greeley had confided to a Concordia gentleman, “The way she was killed, the unnecessary, disfiguring violence . . . The Townies don’t kill like that. None of the gangs do. I think it was something else entirely.” And there had been similar killings, more and more of them, in the past few months—bad ones, violent ones, most of them by the water and all of them so shockingly gruesome that Concordia had ensured they were kept out of the papers, to prevent a citywide panic.


Clara had also learned that her father was losing favor. In recent months, during lunches and private meetings at the mayor’s mansion, he had begun slandering his own people—Concordia people. He would accuse city council members, bought judges, even the chief of police, of unthinkable crimes. It was mutinous talk. Mutinous, anti-Concordia talk. Entrenched in every city department from sanitation and fire to law enforcement and the courts, the empire of Concordia had noticed John Stole’s discontent. At first they had dismissed it graciously as the rantings of the recently bereaved. But their patience had worn thin now, almost a year after Hope’s murder, and they were not happy. John Stole’s efforts were largely ineffectual; Concordia could see, just as Clara could, that he was all froth and bluster, without any real power behind his words. But a loose tongue, even that of a grieving, weak-willed figurehead, could be dangerous, and John Stole knew too many secrets for his actions to go unpunished.


Clara had to act fast, before her family lost all credibility with Concordia, before she lost her chance to find out what had really happened to her mother. At least for tonight, she had to become the person Godfather seemed to think she could be—someone not trapped by circumstance and crippled by fear.


She had to be more like her mother.


Hope Stole had never let Concordia weaken her. She had looked its cruelest lords straight in the eye and lambasted them unflinchingly for their corruption.


Clara wondered if they’d had her killed for that.


Regardless, it seemed an unattainable goal. “I’m not my mother!” she had cried more than once during her training with Godfather, frustrated that he would expect such things of her, things so far out of her grasp—her mother’s strength, her mother’s courage.


“No, you are not,” he would say each time, with the sort of conviction that had eluded Clara since her mother’s death, “but you are her daughter. You have that same fire within you.”


Godfather said it to encourage her, but his words served only to increase her fear. Yes, her mother had had a fire within—and look what had happened to her.


Mr. Wiley cleared his throat; the commissioner had finished his speech. Clara took the offered pair of shears and positioned the blades around the red satin ribbon stretched before her. She paused so the Times photographer could adjust the plates of his camera just so.


“Nice smile, Miss Stole, there we are,” said Mr. Wiley. “Nice and bright.”


Yes, a smile. A smile for the city still recovering from the recent depression, for the city thick with the rising violence of the downtown gangs and reeling from the unstable food prices, for the streets poisoned by a fear as rampant and deadly as disease.


She had to keep smiling, despite the many reasons not to. Concordia grew suspicious otherwise.


Clara pressed the shears’ blades together and cut.


The bright red ribbon floated away on either side. Tepid applause came from the weary-eyed crowd.


Mr. Wiley directed her down into the press of people—to shake hands with Commissioner Higgins, whose fat, grinning face shone pink; to place a hand on the shoulder of a stooped old man who scowled up at the shelter. Coffin house, his expression seemed to say. He knew—he was not a fool—and yet what was there to do?


Clara swallowed, each brush of someone’s arm against hers, each glance of every citizen she passed making her flinch. For there was nothing to do, except to pretend, and take what was given, and stay silent.


In this city Concordia had become law. And for the daughter of its figurehead, Concordia had become life.


So Clara stood beside the scowling old man and turned toward the photographer with a smile on her face. The old man’s shoulders shook with cold against her arm. Above them a bedraggled cluster of ribboned holly hung limply from a streetlamp.


All things considered, the decoration looked ridiculous. Parodic. Cruel.


Clara stared up at it, the crowd dispersing around her.


Merry Christmas, indeed.
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Clara hiked up her bustle, top-skirt, and petticoats, clipping their hems to her waist with the hook apparatus Godfather had fashioned. She could release the hook in an instant to cover herself if need be, but until then, she would need her legs free to move.


It was fifty minutes after her speech, thirty after she had slipped away from Mr. Wiley and lied once again to her poor maid, the unsuspecting Mrs. Hancock. Hope Stole would not have allowed someone so dim-witted to remain in her household’s employ, but Clara was grateful for the maid’s gullibility. It was what allowed Clara to so frequently disappear.


She took a moment, here in this quiet alleyway beside Rivington Hall, to close her eyes and forget who she was—fearful Clara, trembling, pretending Clara—to slip into that steady, hot, flinty place she only ever found after an hour of throwing punches at Godfather, when her hair clung to her skin and her body stung with bruises. She needed her wits about her if she was going to do this.


And she was going to do this.


Voices drifted out from one of the windows overhead, a white curtain fluttering in the chilled breeze. A bark of laughter and the jingle of harness bells came from nearby Essex Street. Fear seized her. She crouched low, hugging the wall as though it could do something to save her should she be discovered.


“Keep your head, Clara Stole,” she whispered, fumbling to secure her petticoats, her fingers streaking them with street grit. Felicity would be appalled.


The thought gave Clara a fleeting smile—until her fingers brushed against the cotton breeches she hid under her gowns every morning. To feel the contours of her legs unimpeded by the usual layers of fabric made her shudder, as though she were touching some alien thing. The knobs of her knees, the curving lines of her thighs . . . She drew her hands away. She did not trust the tingling sensation her touch produced, and she was quite sure that the prospect of such a sensation, of such intimacy, was what made Dr. Victor watch her so hungrily.


She cringed to think of Dr. Victor, one of the more powerful men of Concordia. Elegant, handsome, and disgustingly rich, he had a disturbing preoccupation with Clara. He would threaten the perfectly nice young men who had attempted conversation since her debut, frightening them away forever; he would stare at her with that unholy light in his eyes that said he would like nothing more than to corner her and slide his hands, roughly, where he had no right to go.


In those moments it was not Clara’s place to fight back. Dr. Victor was too powerful a man to defy, and her family could not afford to further upset anyone, especially Concordia’s walking bank account. She needed to be seen as spineless, unthreatening, and most of the time that perception was the truth, a fact that filled her with relentless shame.


But it was not so today. Today she would dare to follow her mother’s example. Hope Stole deserved for someone out here in the world of the living to know the truth about her death.


Clara forced her mind back into its fraught compartments and traded her lace gloves for dark leather ones that molded to her fingers like a second, sleek skin. Wearing them transported her into a sturdier state of mind, made her feel deadly and capable, as did the boots encasing her legs. Godfather had modified them for her months ago as a birthday gift—simple and cream-colored with plain laces to anyone who glimpsed them peeking out below her hem, but underneath her skirts they stretched above her knees, generously supple, blades hidden in the heels and ready to detach with the release of a concealed spring-loaded mechanism.


“The city is dangerous,” Godfather had told her upon gifting them. And then, tenderly, tilting up her chin to kiss her brow: “I won’t let the same thing happen to you.”


The unspoken word had lingered between them like a bad dream: “murder.”


Clara grabbed her parasol from where it leaned against the grimy brick wall, and scowled as she felt it bend in her grip. Unforgivably ridiculous, cumbersome frippery. A man would have his cane, his pocketknife, his gun, perhaps. He would not be weighed down by useless lace and handkerchiefs. It was as though society wanted its females to be at risk. Were it not for Godfather, Clara would not have had the tiny automatic blade in her bodice and the dagger in the holster buckled around her thigh, to say nothing of the skill to use them.


She had imagined it, desperately, over and over—driving the jagged blade into Dr. Victor’s handsome face. But when she saw him in the light of day, her fear melted away any thoughts of bloody justice, leaving her feeling helpless and wretched.


Sometimes she would catch him looking at her in that way, as though she were his already. She tried as best as current fashions allowed to cover the curves she’d been developing over the past few years, but that did nothing to dissuade him. And whenever he saw her alone, he would sidle close and whisper, “It’s your fault, you know, for being so beautiful, so wanton.” His voice would slither across the words. “I can’t help myself, Clara Stole.” And Clara would want to gag because the chemical stench of him was so near, and she would believe him.


Thinking of it, Clara wiped angry tears from her eyes. She was weak, as he always said, pathetically so. She couldn’t banish these thoughts from her mind, couldn’t stop her hands from shaking at the thought of Dr. Victor’s cold white fingers upon her.


Fighting for calm, torn between the comfort of her boots and breeches and the terror of what Dr. Victor would say if he saw her in such a state, Clara slipped the lock pick from her parasol’s shaft and crouched down to work. Years of haunting Godfather’s shop had taught her many things—how to replace the gears of a broken clock, how to bake clay figurines in a kiln, how to pick a lock.


How to incapacitate someone with a kick to the head.


Not, of course, that Clara had ever found the courage for that. Opportunity, yes, loads of times. But courage? That was something else entirely.


The lock gave way, and Clara slipped inside before she could convince herself not to. She waited for her eyes to adjust to the corridor before her, lined with plush carpet as dark as blood, and polished wood-paneled walls. Down the corridor to her left, the wall opened to reveal a small staircase and curling banisters.


Clara crept toward the stairs and then up them, each footfall measured, each breath a risk. If she were caught by a Concordia gentleman, if she couldn’t release her skirts in time, if they saw her here, unescorted . . . If, if, if. The word infected her thoughts, a hissed refrain. Pausing every few steps to listen for sounds of approach, she mentally recited her planned excuses if caught—simpering apologies and manufactured coquettishness that still might do her no good. Despite being raised in a political household, she was a terrible liar, as Godfather always said. “You wear your heart on your face,” he would tell her, and smile his sad smile.


As she progressed through Rivington Hall, the muscles of her legs and arms, strengthened over the past year of Godfather’s training into lithe, combat-ready limbs, knotted with apprehension. At every hint of noise her fingers itched to release the daggers from her heels. Paintings of Concordia members past and present watched her progress with cold black eyes.


She paused before the landing of the grand staircase. This would be the tricky part—sneaking across the landing and into Patricia Plum’s private office without anyone seeing her. According to the whispers Clara had caught, Plum herself was uptown for a luncheon, Dr. Victor was at Harrod House for the afternoon, and anyone else loitering in the Hall at this time would be drinking brandy, smoking, and fondling girls brought in from Allen Street.


But without Patricia Plum around, smelling of sweets and poppies, gliding silently in her silks with gentlemen hanging off her arms, Clara hoped to sneak into the woman’s office without trouble. The air of Concordia’s headquarters was always more relaxed with its widowed queen elsewhere, and with relaxation came inattention. Clara was counting on it.


From the corridor behind her drifted the sweet bite of cigar smoke and the trill of soft laughter, the slam of a door. The sounds jarred her, shaking her resolve. She wished suddenly that Godfather were here; the last time she had been to Rivington Hall, he had been beside her, and the danger had therefore not felt quite so dire.


That particular exercise had been one of Godfather’s most exhilarating, a true test of her sneaking skills—both of them, cloaked in shadow and slinking through Rivington Hall’s empty corridors in the last hours before dawn. Together they had mapped each twist and turn, Clara struggling to memorize each room, each staircase. Godfather’s silent presence had never been far away, and it had felt like a terrific game. Each time Clara had successfully picked a lock or disappeared into silence beside him, Godfather had squeezed her hand in approval.


Tonight, however, she was alone, and the game was much more treacherous. In fact, Godfather would probably rage at her in his dear, protective way, were he to find out she had returned here on her own. He would call it “an unnecessary risk, my dear Clara.”


Risk, yes. Unnecessary? Hardly. Standing on the steps of the homeless shelter her mother should have been alive to commemorate, struggling to breathe through the pangs of memory as the anniversary of her mother’s death approached, had confirmed the need for this today—the need for action.


She could not bear another year of grief without explanation.


Clara stepped out onto the landing, body humming with readiness. Across from her stood a heavy wooden set of double doors, black in the dim lamplight. Plum’s office. If Clara weren’t careful, the Concordia gentlemen lounging in the lobby below could glance up the stairs and easily see her fiddling with the lock.


At the beginning of her training, shortly after the murder, Godfather had taught Clara how to turn feline when the situation necessitated it—how to slink and prowl, how to press oneself to a wall’s contours and slide along it like a sigh.


“Like you would to a lover,” Godfather had instructed, before clamping his lips shut. His pale cheeks had grayed. It was an odd quirk of his, one of many—his blush, unlike most people’s, tinged his sharp cheeks not with pink but with silver and shadows.


Reflexively, Clara’s eyes had flitted to the hulking statue in the corner of the workshop’s cluttered main room—a silent, solemn figure amid piles of half-finished dolls and skeletons of clocks. The forest of lanterns that hung from the rafters dropped soft slices of amber light onto the statue’s face, illuminating its regal profile.


“I— Godfather, I know nothing about lovers.”


“Of course, yes. Forgive me, Clara. I didn’t mean—” He’d sworn under his breath, awkward and irritated. “For a moment I forgot to whom I was speaking.”


They had stared at each other and then looked away, and Godfather had fiddled with the strap of his eye patch and ruffled his graying brown hair. When they resumed their lesson at last, Godfather dimmed every lamp but one and demonstrated from across the room.


“Do you see?” As he slid through the shadows, moving in silence across the gear-strewn floor, Clara watched intently. “You must move as though through water. The room is yours to know, to possess. The energy within you subsumes its energy. You are the room. You are the shadows. Try it.”


She did, awkwardly at first, knocking into tables and stumbling over a pile of discarded doll parts on the floor. Godfather snuck up beside her with instructions from the dark: “Slowly, my Clara. You are no longer a girl; you are not even a person. You are a cat, you are darkness, you are a storm too distant to hear. Try again.”


After two hours the lamp gave out. Her muscles aching, sweat dripping down her back, Clara lost Godfather. She lost Dr. Victor and Concordia, and her dead mother, and her nerves—everything but the exhilaration of hiding not from someone, for once, but instead hiding with a purpose. Slipping so completely into the shadows that she knew nothing but the ache of her legs and the wall’s texture beneath her palms, she was no longer Clara; she was shadow, and silence, and supple heat. Even the darkness on her cheeks seemed to tingle.


Then she knocked against the statue in the corner, and it was such a shock, such an awakening, that she had to gasp. Jolted out of her trance, her senses reeling, she used the statue to pull herself to her feet—and promptly forgot to breathe. The hard lines of the statue’s thighs, belly, chest, scraped against her skin, snagging at the cotton of her chemise, and she found herself moving slowly so as to prolong the contact. Molding herself to the metal, she sighed. Her palms slick with sweat, she slid them up the statue’s chest to cup the chiseled, handsome jaw, and pressed herself closer. She inhaled, shuddering, and tasted the tang of metal and the oils Godfather used to keep tarnish away. Curling into the crook of the statue’s left arm, she let the sudden fancy overtake her. What would it feel like if that iron-muscled arm could come alive and pull her closer, its spikes digging into the back of her neck, its cold fingers threading through her hair . . . ?


The swipe of a match. The hiss of flame.


“That’s enough.” In the fresh lamplight Godfather’s face was dark with fury, but his good eye was not on Clara; it was on the statue’s face, as if . . . admonishing it.


Mortified, Clara peeled herself away. She stole a lingering glance at the statue’s arm, muscled and savage, covered with spikes and foreign etchings. Her heart beat practically off its hinges. She had touched the statue many times, but never had there been such . . . heat to it.


In their sparring that night, Godfather’s blows had stung as sharply as the glare of his eye. It was as if he had known her fevered thoughts and wanted to shock them out of her for reasons Clara couldn’t fathom.


Now, as Clara crept toward Plum’s office and went to work with her lock pick, she kept the reassuring presence of Godfather’s odd little shop in her mind. Twice she thought she heard someone coming, and paused, her mind fumbling for the memorized excuses. When the lock gave, Clara almost laughed with relief, and cracked the door enough to slip inside.


She scanned Patricia Plum’s office—the heavy oak desk drawers, the glass case in the corner, the cabinets by the walls, all with prominently displayed locks. But this did not discourage Clara; working quickly, she used her pick to open each case and cabinet. She inspected each book and trinket, felt along the walls and the backs of bookcases for something to give way, and found nothing until her gaze landed on the massive desk at the right of the room. She crawled beneath it, scooting past the legs of Plum’s claw-footed chair. Even the carpet reeked of perfume and poppies, sweet, dangerous notes that sent Clara’s head spinning.


With the blade of her dagger, she jimmied between each grooved edge in the desk’s wooden panels until she found what she was looking for—a hidden catch, a tiny click as one of the panels gave way.


Clara closed her eyes and exhaled. Here, she hoped, lay the real treasures of Patricia Plum’s office. It was a Concordia trick that Clara had observed over the years. The gentlemen thought themselves so clever, storing their important papers in secret cupboards and hidden compartments. Clara’s own father did it: his sat behind a bookshelf, which, if you could find the catch, slid back to reveal a safe.


How easy it was, when pretending to fiddle with her skirts or read her book, to secretly observe those around her. How easy it was to excuse herself for a nap and instead hide outside her father’s parlor as Patricia Plum murmured of bought judges and hushed murders.


For a few moments Clara dug through the narrow compartment, searching through wrapped envelopes and pages of correspondence. At every slight noise from outside, she froze, sweat beading on her forehead. Then, when she’d started to lose hope, Clara found something promising—several leather packets wound with ribbon and twine, the first marked DECEMBER 1898.


The month of Hope Stole’s murder.


Risking the light, giddy with sudden nervousness, Clara turned up the desk lamp and rooted through her findings for what felt like hours. Each packet contained newspaper clippings, tiny paper booklets, and photographs—all documenting murder after brutal murder. Maulings, flayings, decapitations. It was terrible violence; it wasn’t to be believed . . . but then Clara’s eyes fell upon a particular photograph and a few familiar words, and the reality of the evidence before her hit her like a physical blow. Her hands flew to her mouth as she forced down the urge to be sick, to run, to return to her earlier ignorance and be happy about it.


Her mother, dead. Her mother, torn apart.


These were the photographs her father had never allowed her to see or to be printed in the papers. No, those photographs in the Times had been of Hope Stole alive, buttoned to the throat and wrists, her dark hair pinned up with mother-of-pearl combs, her hands on her husband’s arm, and her face—full of light and mischief and a steady, solid strength—so unlike the faces of other women. Clara had often stood in front of her mirror and tried to imitate the look, putting up her chin and searching for the expression that would make her eyes light up with that same secret fire. Her father used to cup her mother’s face when he thought no one was looking, whisper, “Your eyes are full of stars,” and kiss her deeply, and from her hiding place in the shadows Clara would burn with embarrassment and curiosity.


But these photographs held nothing of the mother Clara had loved. Her body had been mutilated, clawed to pieces, torn limb from limb. Her scalp was missing, her face covered with blood; bits of dark hair clung to her neck and chest, where strange symbols marred her river-swollen skin. Her blood, strangely, seemed paler than it should have, gleaming in the grain of the photograph, moonlight turned viscous—but surely it was a trick of the lamplight.


Clara tried to detach herself from the horror of the moment and peered closer, drawn not by the blood but rather the markings carved into her mother’s skin. None of the other bodies in these photos had sported such markings. A tiny alarm sounded in her mind, impossible to ignore. She peered more closely, struck by the markings’ familiarity, for they looked almost like . . .


No. It cannot be.


She pulled out a folded-up sheet of paper from her stocking and Godfather’s pen from her boot, and sketched everything she could—the number of wounds on her mother’s body, the designs of those terrible markings. They were important, those symbols. What did they mean, and why were they there? And could it be true, this horrible thought?


A burst of laughter from down the hallway made Clara jump. How dare they keep this from me? she thought, her eyes stinging, her hands shaking. How dare they? How dare you, Father? But she continued until she had copied down everything she could. The investigation had gone cold, the case notes said. There had been no witnesses, nor reports of strange sounds or struggles by the crowded riverside. Hope Stole had last been seen on her way home from a luncheon on the Upper West Side, and she and her coachman and the pair of carriage horses had somehow disappeared in broad daylight with no one noticing, until their bodies had appeared the next day beneath the Brooklyn Bridge.


Hope had been the only one hanging from the steel rafters, symbols carved into her skin.


Trying not to imagine the stench of horse meat and river rot, Clara read over Chief Greeley’s notes, about how they had no leads, how he did not understand this case, how the mayor himself had hired detectives and even cut deals with the downtown gangs’ most disreputable figures, to no avail. The only thing anyone could say, after months of questioning, searching, and blackmail, was that there were beasts in New York City.


The word appeared several times in accounts of testimonies and interviews, in the notes of hired detectives who had abandoned the case and fled without even collecting their pay: “beasts.”


One detective’s report read: There’s talk everywhere since Mrs. Stole’s murder, downtown and especially by the river, of bumps in the night, of humans and animals alike turning up maimed, of strange writing on the walls. These instances go unreported, for the common folk are too frightened of what it might mean. It’s poppycock, if I may be so candid. It’s the Townies, Gristlers, or Half-Hands, or one of the other gangs infesting the city’s underbelly. They are playing tricks, striking fear into the hearts of the stupid and gullible for their own amusement.


The detective’s next entry said only: I must leave this place. I have seen . . . I don’t know what I have seen.


Clara stared at the mess of information in her hands. She could not yet make sense of it, and she shook with fury and fear, but three things she did know—that her mother’s murder, and the other murders as well, could not have been the work of the street gangs; that her mother’s body had been the only one marked in that strange, savage way, and this was somehow significant; and that, yes, she had seen those symbols before.


In Godfather’s shop.
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Godfather Drosselmeyer was a man of clockwork: he used it in his creations, and he hated spontaneity. He would be distinctly bothered that Clara would dare to show up at his shop without advance notice. And the excuse she had given Mrs. Hancock about being out this afternoon was thin. If Clara was too long in getting home, she would have some explaining to do.


She did not care one bit.


She burst into Trifles & Trinkets at the corner of West Twenty-Third Street and Sixth Avenue ready to erupt with temper. Lucky for her—and unlucky for Godfather—this was the one place she did not have to stifle it.


“Godfather?” She locked the shop’s door behind her and pulled the drapes down against the late afternoon light. “Are you decent?”


A metallic clatter, a spat curse, and Godfather emerged from the back room, mouth downturned irritably. Today he wore his most voluminous greatcoat, the one with unfashionable ruffles along the collar and falling down the back; under that, a dark frock coat, a fine red silk vest, and a tattered lavender cravat; faded striped trousers and beautiful square-toed boots that looked fit for a Concordia gentleman; and his “dress” eye patch, the one sewn of black silk.


The familiar sight of his mismatched eccentricity would normally warm Clara; obviously he had guessed she might visit today and had dressed for the occasion—never mind that, after a day of work, oil and grease spotted his once-fine garments and the end of his nose. But Clara felt no such warmth today. Had he known about the markings on her mother’s body? And if he had, why hadn’t he told her?


Since her mother’s death, Godfather was the only one with whom she could speak honestly and without fear. From childhood he had always told her everything—even made-up things, which nevertheless entranced her. He’d told her about magic, and how it could sometimes hurt to use it, how you could soothe animals with it and use it to hide yourself, and even, though it was in poor taste, craft curses with it. Magic, he had warned her, should not be used to hurt. And she had listened to every word, rapt.


All of that fanciful talk, and nothing of real importance. Oh, how could she have tolerated him filling her head with such nonsense for so many years?


“Clara!” He smiled his crooked, unsettling smile—as though he knew secrets he not only would never tell you but would also use to play tricks on you, should you give him reason. That you could never be certain of what he would do next or what he was thinking was one of the things Clara loved about him—that and the fact that despite his unpredictable nature, she could always be sure of his love for her.


Or she had been, until today.


“You know, dear heart, that I prefer you to make appointments before coming to see me,” he said, shaking out soot from his clothes as he approached her. “I was in the middle of a most precarious project.”


She waited until he was close enough to touch—and then, giving in to the fury swelling within her, she turned on him, shoving him against the wall.


He nearly fell. His dragon-headed cane went flying, clattering against the stone floor as he stumbled to regain his footing. Normally, even with her extensive training, Clara would not have been able to knock her tall, lean Godfather off his feet, but she had surprised him, and her rage and confusion gave her unnatural strength.


The shelves behind him rattled; the figurine of a masked wolf dancing on its hind legs crashed to the ground and shattered; a clockwork soldier fell and cracked open, spilling his gears and shooting tiny pellets from his gun. Overhead, lanterns quivered like roosting bats. Godfather’s birds—crows, pigeons, a tiny hawk; animals had always had an affinity for him—squawked and flapped on their perches near the thrumming back room, into which Clara had never been allowed. The familiar taste of spice, sweat, and tools flooded her mouth.


“Clara, what in God’s name—?”


“I snuck into Patricia Plum’s office today.”


Godfather paused, blinking. “You mean you snuck into Rivington Hall?”


“That is the location of her office, yes.”


“I have warned you—”


“Yes, you have warned me not to go there without you, even though the whole point of your teaching me how to do things like sneak into Rivington Hall is, I assume, so I can actually do things like sneak into Rivington Hall and not, in fact, to fill my head with useless covert skills.” Her heart pounded in her ears. This wasn’t the exhilaration of a nice, healthy evening of sparring; this was a new exhilaration, a furious one. “I was looking for answers, you see, because no one else would give me any.”


Godfather interrupted her quietly. “The ribbon-cutting ceremony. It was today, wasn’t it? That’s why you did this.”


She glared at him, irrationally cross that he should know her so well. “I snuck into her office and found something of great interest.”


With that, Clara reached into her coat pocket, withdrew the paper onto which she had copied the markings on her mother’s corpse, and thrust it into Godfather’s face.


She watched his expression as he took in the sketched symbols—the symbols, Clara had realized in Plum’s office, that covered the hard metal body of Godfather’s statue by the hundreds. Godfather’s skin, pale from too many days hunched indoors over his toys, grew even paler.


“Ah.” Clara felt a terrible, grim satisfaction. “You recognize them, do you?”


His voice was steady, even cool, but he would not look at her. “Of course I do.”


“As do I.” She nodded toward the statue. Its markings repulsed her with their new, sinister meaning, yet the sight of the statue itself still heated her blood. It had always fascinated her, even at a young age; she had made a strange, secret game of talking to it and imagining how it would answer her. But in the months following that night, when she had learned against the planes of its body how to melt into the shadows, her fascination had evolved into something more, something she couldn’t describe. Something, she often thought, alone in her bedroom, like need. She’d begun sending Godfather into the back room on pointless errands, to fetch her something or other for a project she was fiddling with, so that she could spend a private moment with the fearsome-looking thing. She would sneak over to it and press close, fancying it, in her more foolish moments, a stoic suitor who, with those hard arms as thick as her waist, would encircle her, bend her back, and whisper secrets into her hair.


The truly great thing was that no matter how shocking her fancies grew, the statue never did a thing. He stood there, unmoving, and he did not lick his lips or pin her with hot, uneasy stares.


But now, everything had changed. Now, Clara shoved such thoughts away, stalked over to the statue, and held up her sketches against it. Clusters of harsh lines, like the hieroglyphics of ancient Egypt gone utterly savage, echoed one another—some on the paper, some on the statue.


“Tell me what it means.” Clara whipped her head around to glare at Godfather, who looked suddenly lost, ancient and small. “This was carved on Mother’s throat, cut into her skin. And here it is on one of your possessions, as plain as daylight, and you never told me. They kept the photographs from me, but you . . . you know everything, Godfather. You must have known.” She paused, feeling childish and tired. She could not meet his eye. “Did you? Did you know these were left on her body?”


Godfather watched her quietly for a moment. “I did.”


A cruel, cruel punch to the gut. “How did you know?”


“I cannot tell you all of my secrets, Clara.” That look crossed his face, that secret, sly look that sometimes overtook him at his most genius moments, and his most rageful. It never failed to frighten her. She took a step back, choosing her words carefully. She always felt far from him at these moments, never more aware of his . . . otherness. Godfather was not like normal people.


“Why didn’t you tell me about them?”


His face closed, and he turned away. “Your mother wanted me to keep you and your sister safe from harm, and that is what I have chosen to do—obey her wishes.”


“How does divulging one measly bit of information put me in harm’s way?”


“Oh.” He chuckled to himself. He retrieved his cane and studied the dragon’s head. “Oh, it is anything but measly.”


Now was the time to catch him. Now, when he was distracted.


Clara approached him. “Tell me, Godfather. What do the symbols mean? Why were they on Mother’s body and not on the others’?” She put her hands on his, pressed her cheek to his arm. He loved her; he would not be able to refuse her. “Mother would want me to know.”


He stepped away, his sharp face in profile, his eye gleaming in the lamplight. “You know very little of what your mother would want, my Clara.”


An even crueler punch. She backed away, brittle and confused. “How dare you! I knew my mother well.”


“I didn’t mean that.” Godfather came back to himself, as if the veneer of madness had been ripped away. “Of course you knew her. I only meant that there are things young girls oughtn’t to know.”


“That’s rich, coming from you, who teaches me to fight and fashions me trousers.”


“All right, then. There are things as few people as possible ought to know. Dangerous things that grow more dangerous as knowledge of them spreads. Will that explanation suffice?”


Such cryptic words. Even as Clara grew impatient with them, they made her think of Godfather’s strange stories, stories he had often told her and Felicity when they were small, and then told Clara alone, for Felicity had grown frightened of “wicked old Godfather” and stopped accompanying Clara and her mother on their outings to the shop. And then, as John Stole had sunk further into Concordia, and Hope Stole had had to fight harder to keep him afloat, Clara had gone, with her mother’s reluctant permission, to visit Godfather by herself.


And on those days—oh, on those days—his stories had grown in magnitude and frequency. He would wrap her in his coat as he had when she was little, or sit with her by the hearth with mugs of spiced coffee, and tell her one of his peculiar, dark stories in hushed tones. Afterward, at home, she would drift into dreamlands of blind dragons and singing palaces, and hooded men living in mountain clouds with the birds.


Clara frowned at him. “But she was my mother, not yours. I deserve to know why her corpse was desecrated in this way, even if it is dangerous to know.”


Godfather was still for a moment, regarding her, and then he dropped into his rickety rocking chair, resigned.


Clara gave a halfhearted smile. He was cracking. She knelt before him. “Tell me what the symbols mean, Godfather. Why were they . . . They were carved . . .”


She paused, grief flooding her.


He took pity on her. “The statue was given to me, as I’ve always told you. You remember?”


It was all he would ever say when asked about it. “It was a gift,” he would say, scowling, and he would stab whatever lay nearest him with whatever sharp tool he held at the time, promptly ending the conversation.


“Yes, I remember,” she said, trying to be patient. Where Godfather was concerned, kernels of great, frightening truth were often buried in ramblings and dark fancies—if one had the persistence to listen through the nonsense and find them. “But you never told me who gave it to you.”


His mouth twisted. “It was given to me by a mad queen. Or at least an angry one.”


“I beg your pardon?”


“It was a punishment, a taunt. You see, we thought we had escaped, but then at the last moment—” He clapped his hands together, startling one of his sparrows off its perch. “And it’s bound with a strange magic, a thick and twisty one. You don’t know how diligently I have worked to find an answer, to understand what they mean, and how it has smarted—how it has eaten at me, Clara—but I think I’ve finally done it.”


He rose to his feet and approached the statue. With one long finger he traced a symbol on the statue’s chest, and then another on its shoulder. “I used to wonder, do the symbols tell a story? This particular piece of the queen’s magic was unlike anything I had ever seen.” He paused, smiling absently. “Then. But now—now I’m close.”


Clara was barely keeping her temper. “Magic. You’re telling me that those symbols are some sort of magic.”


“Well, they aren’t magic, no, but rather I’ve come to understand them as a sort of manifestation of magic. A cruel, vengeful one. I’m not sure the symbols themselves mean anything at all, actually. I think they are merely the remnants of what is left behind when terrible magic is performed.” He gazed at the statue’s face as though looking at something far away. “Terrible magic,” he whispered. “Terrible. And I regret nothing I have done.”


Clara went to him, slowly. Terrible magic, mad queens, vengeance. They were familiar words, ones Clara had heard in Godfather’s stories since she was a small girl.


Hope Stole had brought Godfather—Drosselmeyer, he claimed was his name—in from the streets when Clara was still a baby. Hope had seen him performing on the road, a common street magician—but then, so much more than that. She had always said she sensed a talent in him, a diamond talent, and that she could not bear to leave him out there on the freezing streets without proper tools or work space. He would be part of the family, Clara’s mother had said, as a sort of joke, but then she herself had started calling him Godfather Drosselmeyer, and the whole idea had stuck. To the Stole girls he was always Godfather; and to Clara he was all mystery and strangeness with his eye patch and his muttering, but perhaps she would not have grown to love him so much had he been more ordinary.


“You said you were close.” Clara put a hand on his shoulder. “Close to . . . what, exactly?”


Godfather turned to smile at her, his wry, unnerving smile. “To undoing it, my Clara.”


“Undoing what?”


For a moment he looked close to telling her. Then he shook his head and backed away. “Soon enough,” she thought she heard him mutter. “She’ll know soon enough.”


Clara glanced at his wall of clocks. A hundred hands, approaching five. “But what does any of this have to do with Mother?”


A darkness flickered across Godfather’s face. His hair, too long to be in fashion, had come loose from its ribbon.


“I think—I think they are—” But then it was as though something inside him switched off. He shook his head and moved about the workshop, lighting lamps. “I think,” he said gaily, though to Clara it seemed strained, “that it’s time we have a nice spar.”


“But, Godfather,” Clara insisted, watching in frustration as he threw off his greatcoat and rolled up his sleeves, revealing forearms as finely chiseled as the creations he crafted, “you haven’t answered my questions.”


“I’ve answered some of your questions. Not all, but some.”


“All but one.”


“Don’t insist, Clara.” He cleared a space for them on the floor, gestured for her to strip off her gown. “Don’t insist I answer what I cannot answer.”


“And don’t insist I give up on an answer I must have.” She hurried to him and caught his arms. “Godfather, please. What do you know? Are you telling me stories to amuse yourself? Or do you actually know what’s going on with these markings, these killings? These beasts?”


At that, Godfather stilled. “Beasts?”


“The word fills the reports I found, from detectives investigating the murder.”


“Beasts,” he whispered. “Yes. Yes, I remember them.”


Clara held her breath; she was close. Godfather’s eyes were wide and distant, searching—through memory, through his own lunacy? Either way he would soon tell her, and maybe it would be nonsense, but at least it would be something, and she could mull it over in her bedroom that night.


But then, as quickly as the quiet had overtaken him, it was gone, and he gestured impatiently at her. “Well? Get on with it. Unless you’re too tired from your many covert exertions.”


Clara bit back her protests. Long ago she had learned it was better to indulge his moods, for a happy Godfather was a more generous Godfather. Perhaps if she wore him out thoroughly enough, he would be more likely to talk.


So, with a few flicks of her wrist, she stripped off her skirt and petticoats. Months ago Godfather had started ripping apart her dresses and fashioning them to be easily removable; it would not do to become entangled in one’s own underthings during combat, if such a misfortune should befall her on the city streets. Clara therefore brought every fine new gown to him for dismemberment, and found immense pleasure in watching him remake them as more useful versions of themselves. Sometimes she found herself wishing he could do the same for her.


In her chemise, corset, breeches, and boots, Clara circled toward him with her fingers curled, her arms poised and steady. If this was what it would take to pry information out of him . . . well, there were worse sacrifices to make.


“Come, Godfather.” She made herself sound playful, even though she felt far from it. Indulge him, indulge him. “Hit me.”


He laughed, eye dancing, and lunged at her.


Clara met him halfway, throwing up her right arm to block his left jab. He grabbed her wrist and twisted, but he himself had taught Clara not to fight the attack but to move with it and turn it against itself. Become one with the shadows when you sneak, my Clara. Become one with the blow when you fight.


So she gritted her teeth as he jerked her arm around, pulling her into a tight hold, and then she elbowed him hard in the stomach. Gasping, he staggered back. Clara pulled free and whirled on her heel, smacking him hard on his right ear. Disoriented, furious, he let fly a sloppy left hook.


Clara dodged it with ease, grinning, enjoying this despite herself, for this—these moments flying about Godfather’s shop, the spiced air hissing past her bare arms, her skin stinging from Godfather’s strikes—was when she felt most unlike her usual self. She felt invincible, unencumbered by both fabric and anxiety. Bold. Brazen. Each blow she gave sent fire shooting up her arms; each blow she received, each stab of pain, stoked a strange pleasure within her. She was not nervous, fearful Clara here; she was shadow, fists and sweat and burning muscle.


Still fumbling for her to his right, Godfather leapt forward, but Clara had already moved right, kicking out with her left leg. His own legs would catch, and he would fall, and Clara would win. So quick a match, she thought, disappointed, but Godfather grabbed her booted foot and gave it a vicious turn.


Clara fell hard, turning to land on her arm and backside to save her knees. The stone floor jarred her, rattling her head. There would be yet another bruise on her body, which she would treasure; each purpling spot made her stronger, a talisman of pain and pride.


Thinking of this, she sprang up more quickly than Godfather had anticipated, with a roundhouse kick to his back that sent him stumbling into his workbench, tools flying. He rebounded quickly, coming back at her with sharp jabs to her arm, neck, belly. She blocked them—elbow, forearm. She dodged him—left, right. He was fast, and she was faster; she was leaving the world far below her, flying high, knuckles stinging, lungs burning.


Euphoric, she laughed and missed blocking the jab at her belly. Doubling over, she fell against the wall. Godfather followed with a body shot to her side, but Clara moved at the last second, and he clipped the stones.


“Damn,” he gasped, clutching his hand, and Clara stopped. Hands were important to an artisan of his skill. She reached for his shoulder. “Are you all right?”


“Ha!” He spun around to grab her neck, but Clara had seen this trick before. She flung up her arm in time to catch his. They stood for a moment, panting, glaring at each other. Clara could smell the blood on Godfather’s scraped knuckles, though he had thrust the wounded hand into his pocket.


“Very good,” he breathed.


She smiled at him, and for a moment the worry in her heart vanished; there were no gruesome photographs, no vile markings. There was only her, and Godfather, and the statue watching from the corner.


Then the door flew open.


It careened into the wall, sending Godfather’s birds into a frenzy.


And Clara knew, before he even spoke, before turning around, who would be standing at the door.


“Why, Clara, here you are. Mrs. Hancock was beside herself when she realized you hadn’t come home after your . . . Where did you tell her you would be? An outing in the park?” He scoffed, hardly more than an exhalation. “And all this time you were . . . Well. My, my. Clara, you appear to have lost your clothes.”


Clara’s horror was an arrow to the heart, swift and deadly; the elation of fighting vanished. She had taken too long getting home, and now—after a year of these sparring sessions with Godfather, a glorious year of successfully keeping their secret—he had found them:


Dr. Victor.
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He stood at the shop’s entrance, a tall, pale-haired whip of a man—leanly muscled, sharp eyed, with a smile of ice and eyes to match. In the sudden silence one of Godfather’s crows ruffled its feathers and cawed.


“Good afternoon, Dr. Victor. We were . . .” But Clara’s terror overwhelmed her, choking away any hope of excuses or lies. Dr. Victor was here, and she was dressed like . . .


“I can see that.” Dr. Victor’s gaze crawled over her body, lingering on the skin she was normally so careful to conceal.


Clara flinched, the sudden onslaught of shame a physical blow. She wished she were not breathing so hard, that she were not sweating and had not stripped off her clothes, come to Godfather for answers, or even broken into Rivington Hall. She should have gone home right after the ceremony, contented herself with reading or listening to Felicity natter on about a new gown freshly arrived from Paris. Mere seconds ago Clara had made Godfather bleed; now she was merely a girl, stupid, half-naked, and trembling, and she could not tell Dr. Victor to stop looking at her so greedily. The thought of what he could do in retaliation if Clara were to tell him what she truly thought of him, what he could make Concordia do to her family, kept her silent.


And besides, it was her fault, wasn’t it, that he gazed at her so? She could have gone home; she could have stayed dressed. Instead here she stood, obscene, indecent, and as she stared at the floor, flushing miserably, she knew whatever Dr. Victor might do was what she deserved. A tiny spark of outrage cried out in protest, deep inside her, but she did not listen to it.


“Civilized people,” Godfather began, tugging on his rumpled shirt, “knock on locked doors instead of kicking them in.”


“A lunatic who has shut himself up with a young girl and proceeded to attack her,” Dr. Victor said smoothly, “is in no place to make such statements. I’d watch yourself, old man. It would distress Clara so, were anything to happen to you. Come, Clara.” He beckoned for her, a handsome devil in his immaculate vest and coat, pressed trousers, and gleaming boots. “I’ll escort you home.”


Clara ducked her head and began to dress. The shop around her had never been more silent, despite the chorus of ticking clocks and tinkling toy carousel chimes, the soft whir of machinery from the back room. As she reassembled her petticoats, Clara began to cry. She did not let the tears fall, for she guessed that would delight Dr. Victor, but her throat burned with them. A hard knot lodged itself in her chest, eclipsing all other sensation, leaving her feeling . . . shriveled. Raked open.


“Please, Dr. Victor,” Clara said, hating the tremor in her voice but unable to steady it, “it was only a bit of fun. There’s no need for alarm.”


“I will decide what there is need for, Clara.” The softer Dr. Victor’s voice became, the greater stormed the fury underneath. Since her father’s rise to the mayorship, Clara had heard this ominous softening many times. She shuddered from the lash of what he left unsaid, and from the horrible fear of when that buried malicious intent might erupt.


Godfather retrieved his cane from the floor. “The shop is closed, if you hadn’t noticed. You are not welcome here.”


“How long have you been doing this?” Dr. Victor whispered to Clara, ignoring him.


Clara couldn’t meet his eyes. “I—I don’t know.”


“Your father has tolerated your coming here for too long, I see. I thought you’d have better judgment than this. Fighting like a heathen.” He shifted where he stood. “Dressed like a whore.”


Godfather was fuming. “You will not speak to my Clara like that, you—”


“Your Clara?” Dr. Victor said, the softest yet. “This ‘Godfather’ business has gone on far too long. You aren’t her family. You’d be on the streets were it not for the gracious Mrs. Stole.” He smiled; such handsome, practiced piety. “God rest her soul.”


“How dare you speak of Hope!” Godfather shouted, surging forward, his cane raised.


Clara caught him by the arm. “No, Godfather!”


“Clara, I will not stand by and let him treat you this way.”


“It’s all right.” She smiled at him. One word from Dr. Victor and he could ruin them—turn Godfather out onto the streets, or even have him killed, and unleash the Concordia dogs upon her father at last.


It was better, then, to smile. Better to lie and relent. And Godfather knew it as well as she did. She could see the resignation and fury warring on his face.


“Really. Don’t worry.” She almost embraced him—to reassure him, to reassure herself—but his arms around her might have destroyed her resolve. Instead she went to Dr. Victor’s side and took his offered arm, letting the rough metal fingers of his glove—the mark of a Concordia gentleman—tuck her into place beside him. When he smirked at her, she granted him a demure smile; when he peered down her bodice, she ignored him.


“Clara,” Godfather said, his voice rough. The earlier darkness shadowed his face, the darkness that had accompanied talk of her mother. “It will not always be like this. I swear to you, it won’t.”


“I don’t know what you mean.” She tried to sound careless, but she was sweating and trembling. Surely Dr. Victor could feel it.


Surely he was enjoying it.


He led her outside, his grip on her possessive. His perpetual perfume of medicine and chemicals and rot poisoned her breath. What horrors has he committed at Harrod House today? The thought filled Clara’s mind with terrible images. She had heard rumors of the poor sick girls kept at Harrod House for Wayward Girls, and of Dr. Victor’s highly experimental “cures.”


As they stepped out into the dimming light, fresh snow crunching under their boots, Clara heard glass smash and birds screech, and Godfather roaring in fury.


* * *


“That will never do,” Dr. Victor said later that evening, in the second-floor salon of the mayor’s mansion. “Next.”


The grand, twenty-room house at Fifth Avenue and Sixty-Sixth Street had not felt like home to Clara since her mother’s murder, especially for the past few months. Dr. Victor had grown too comfortable, coming and going more frequently to keep an eye on her father, and also, Clara suspected, to keep an eye on her.


She was free of Dr. Victor almost nowhere and never now. After making her debut this past season, which John Stole had permitted to occur earlier than he would have liked because of Clara’s frequent pleas, she had hoped to find more time away from Dr. Victor, if she were out dancing and being courted most nights of the week. But, no. He often insisted upon chaperoning her about town himself, whenever he could bear to leave the girls at Harrod House. Who, after all, would ever think anything of it? Dr. Victor was such a dear family friend. How nice, Clara supposed people thought—or pretended to think—for Dr. Victor to spend so much time with John Stole’s motherless debutante daughter. How lovely, how perfectly convenient for her to snag such a man—established, handsome, wealthy enough to provide for her and her beleaguered family.


Clara Stole, they must have thought, is truly a lucky girl.


As Mrs. Hancock ushered her into the other room and stripped her once again, Clara stood, blank-eyed and still, refusing to look at her reflection in the mirror. She avoided it whenever possible, in fact. Such a hunched, twitchy, pathetic-looking figure. Who wanted to look upon that image and realize it was her own?


“I’m so sorry, miss,” Mrs. Hancock whispered as she peeled away the last bit of heavy green velvet trimmed with gold. She added the gown to the stack of discards and retrieved the next one. “I’m trying to go as quickly as I can.”


“Not to worry,” Clara said brightly. Mrs. Hancock gave her a despairing look, and Clara flushed with shame at having to stand here so unclothed, even in the company of this perfectly harmless woman. Mrs. Hancock was looking upon Clara’s bare legs; she could see the gooseflesh along Clara’s skin. She could see the bruises on Clara’s body, the scabbed-over cuts, and as ever she tactfully ignored them, even arranged the gown to better hide them, though her eyes were heavy with concern.


Clara’s mortification overwhelmed her from all quarters. Withdrawing from the horror of it, her thoughts leapt wildly to Godfather’s shop, to its warmth and oddness and safety. She thought of Godfather, crowing arrogantly after a successful clock repair; and she thought of the statue, tall and impassive in the shadowed corner—its full lips and narrow waist, its arms in their serrated armor. As she pictured this, the flush on her skin shifted from embarrassment to pleasure, despite the danger luxuriating in the next room.


Mrs. Hancock prodded her to step into another gown, jarring Clara from her reverie. Guilty tears pricked her eyes—such atrocious thoughts! Apparently she could not help herself. She was a slave to her wandering mind. She was hopeless, depraved.


Shameful, wanton, sinful girl.


Why was she so plagued by such wicked impulses?


A few more tugs, and Mrs. Hancock led her back before Dr. Victor, who sipped lazily at his cognac. Winter seeped in through the windows, making Clara shiver as she stood there before him, being appraised. She tried not to wonder what he might be thinking. The neckline of this gown was far too low-cut, the frothy sleeves too coy, the bodice too perfectly snug. It left little of her form to the imagination, and Clara found herself frantic to get away. The sight of her body in this disgraceful display would affect Dr. Victor adversely, as it always did, turning his eyes dark and his cheeks hot.


“Is there anything wrong with this particular gown, Dr. Victor?” Clara struggled to speak, keeping her eyes on the floor. “These are such fine gowns, and this the finest yet. May we not choose it and be finished?”


Beside her Mrs. Hancock tensed, and Clara’s stomach dropped like a stone. Dr. Victor’s stillness was too swift, too complete. She could have heard the ash from Dr. Victor’s cigar hit the plush rugs. Had her tone been discourteous? Had she somehow offended him?


“Leave us,” Dr. Victor said at last.


Mrs. Hancock hesitated for only an instant before obeying. In the maid’s absence Clara stood frozen by her own fear. Not for the first time in Dr. Victor’s company, she considered calling for her father. She could do it; she could scream for him. He had no doubt returned from his afternoon outings. He would be downstairs greeting Concordia gentlemen as they arrived for the usual midweek coffee and brandy.


But then what would she do? Accuse Dr. Victor of . . . what, exactly? Looking at her? Smiling at her? And if she implied anything more, who would believe her? Her father would; even now, with his eyes always distant and cloudy and his breath smelling perpetually of drink, he loved her, and he would believe her. But the fury Concordia would turn upon them if John Stole accused the respected doctor of something so heinous would not be worth the relief Clara might feel.


So she remained silent, self-loathing souring her mouth. Dr. Victor rose from his scarlet chaise in the corner, set down his drink, and approached her. He was a sinewy, looming man, the kind of man whose presence flooded a room with authority and menace. As he neared her, reaching for her arm with perfectly manicured fingernails, Clara thought he would not have to do anything else to hurt her. She would simply choke on the cancer of his existence; she would disintegrate beneath the eager heat of his eyes.


“Trying on party gowns, I see,” murmured a voice from the door.


Dr. Victor stepped back at once. Clara moved away from him to the chair by the window, and gripped the high back to stay upright.


“My apologies, Mrs. Plum.” The color flared high in Dr. Victor’s cheeks. “I did not mean for you to witness Clara’s indecency. She wanted to look her best for the party tomorrow evening. I was simply offering my advice on how best to appear . . . tasteful.”


In her steadfast widow’s black, fingers and neck shimmering with diamonds, Patricia Plum glided forward in rustling silks, leaving the door open behind her. Clara heard Plum say something about the gathering downstairs, but her relief was too great for her to listen more closely than that. Even when Dr. Victor had gone, Clara felt his eyes on her body. When Patricia Plum offered Clara a shawl, Clara took it without question, wrapping herself tightly away.


“I’m sorry,” she whispered. “I didn’t mean to.”


Plum cocked her head, amused. “Sorry for what, exactly? Dr. Victor’s perversions aren’t your fault.”


“Perversions?” Clara blinked at her. The habit of pretending his sins away took over. “He was simply helping me pick out a dress.”


“Clara, don’t pretend to be stupid. There’s no need for it, not between you and me.” Plum turned to check her own immaculate reflection in the mirror by the door. “We both know what kind of man Dr. Victor is. Unfortunately, we have to pretend that we don’t.”


Clara did not know what to say to that. “What . . . kind of man?”


Plum sighed irritably. “Will you be able to handle yourself now? It might be best to sequester yourself in your room for the night. The good doctor gets worse with drink, as well you know, and who’s to say how long our coffee and brandy will last?” Her eyes cut to Clara’s in the glass. “Concordia has much to discuss tonight. End-of-the-year business.” She smirked to herself, tucking a dark coil of hair back into place. Her eyes were made of blue stone.


Clara tried to decipher Patricia Plum’s face, without success. Godfather had taught her much about reading the faces of others—their expressions, their mannerisms. But Patricia Plum was a mystery. Since Boss Plum’s murder a year and a half ago at the hands of the Eastside Delvers, Patricia Plum had headed Concordia with an assemblage of her late husband’s most trusted advisors. How she had managed to maintain control and not lose the empire to one of them—Dr. Victor, Walter Higgins, or Hiram Proctor, no one knew. But no one knew much of anything when it came to Patricia Plum.


She, on the other hand, knew everyone and everything, from the schedule of the street performers on Broadway to what patrons sat in which boxes at the opera. She regularly met with bishops, university rectors, and glamorous foreign dignitaries, who would call upon her first, even before the mayor. What they talked about, no one knew, but one could sometimes catch glimpses of them in Plum’s fine coach-and-four, jewels flashing through gaps in the curtained windows. People obeyed Patricia Plum when she spoke, without question, as if she were a sorceress of old, weaving spells with her eyes. Rumors of her origins ranged from witch to renegade European princess who had abandoned her birthright and made for America.

OEBPS/images/9781442466005.jpg
's NUTCRACKER TALE."
lling author of CINDER






OEBPS/images/title.jpg
WINTERGPELL

CrLAIRE LEGRAND

New York London Toronto Sydney New Delhi







OEBPS/xhtml/contents.html


CONTENTS



Acknowledgments



Part One: The Crooked City



Chapter 1



Chapter 2



Chapter 3



Chapter 4



Chapter 5



Chapter 6



Chapter 7



Chapter 8



Chapter 9



Part Two: The Faery Land



Chapter 10



Chapter 11



Chapter 12



Chapter 13



Chapter 14



Chapter 15



Chapter 16



Chapter 17



Chapter 18



Chapter 19



Chapter 20



Chapter 21



Chapter 22



Chapter 23



Chapter 24



Chapter 25



Chapter 26



Chapter 27



Chapter 28



Part Three: The Summer Palace



Chapter 29



Chapter 30



Chapter 31



Chapter 32



Chapter 33



Chapter 34



Chapter 35



Chapter 36



Chapter 37



Chapter 38



Part Four: The Cursed Prince



Chapter 39



Chapter 40



Chapter 41



Chapter 42



Chapter 43



Chapter 44



Chapter 45



Chapter 46



Chapter 47



Part Five: The Lady



Chapter 48



Chapter 49



Chapter 50



Chapter 51



About Claire Legrand










