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  For my best friend and love of my life, who also happens to be my husband


  ONE

  Bransfield Estate, Gloucestershire, England 1905

  THE horse’s hooves thunder across the hillside, and my heart pounds with each bunching of his muscles. My hair breaks free of its pins, pale strands sweeping across my cheek. Though the wind breaks through the thin barrier of my breeches and tall boots, the smile never leaves my face. Mild discomfort is a small price to pay for a journey unhindered by the heavy skirts of my riding habit.

  I glance at Robert, who is keeping easy pace with me.

  “Careful, dear sister,” Robert calls out, the wind snatching at his words, “I’m gaining on you.”

  I laugh. “Serenity will refuse to jump this next bank, just as she always does.”

  I press my booted heels to Orion’s sides, and a little thrill jolts through me as he charges forward. His excitement bubbles over my skin, making his buoyant joy hard to distinguish from my own. Arcana, derived from the warmth of the sun, cloaks us both, its invisible golden bands connecting us until we are nearly one creature. He floods my mind with his every thought: the way the light layer of snow gives way beneath his hooves, how crisp the air smells when he takes deep breaths, the light pressure of my weight on his back. The mare behind him is on his mind, too, a speck of awareness I take advantage of; it tells me how close I am to reaching the creek before my brother, therefore winning our little race.

  The bank jump approaches. It’s nothing but a fallen log on a hilltop, but from this direction, the horses will have to jump down nearly four feet. Orion’s ears prick forward as he notices the log, and his strides increase. I loosen the reins and let him have his head.

  One heartbeat, two, and then he arcs over it. I follow his center of balance, lifting up slightly from the saddle as his legs stretch toward the snowy ground beneath us. His front hooves land, the rest of his body follows, and his long strides cover the ground until we are at the creek. I spin him around to face the bank.

  The teasing smirk on my face disappears as Robert’s horse jumps the log. “Well done,” I say, pride blooming in my chest.

  But then Robert’s mare slips on the landing.

  Too fast, her legs fold beneath her weight, dragging my brother down with her. I drop the reins and sit up straight in the saddle. My arms reach toward Robert as though I am trying to catch him. A deep tug at the core of me, and my power unfurls, sliding over my skin like silk. The familiar smell of energy releasing washes over me, like the refreshing scent of the earth right after it rains.

  Golden light pours from my fingertips and bathes Robert and his horse in brightness. Robert squints as the light glitters around him, illuminating his mop of unruly blond hair. The arcana stops Serenity’s fall and suspends her inches above the ground.

  I wince as more energy siphons away; it becomes more difficult to concentrate. There are times when drawing from the sun as a source of power is not always convenient; a heavily clouded sky, one which renders the sun’s rays essentially useless, is one of those times. With each beat of my heart, more energy leaves me. Pain radiates from my chest as Serenity treads the air in slow motion. When she finally straightens out her legs, the light fades, leaving them safe at the bottom of the hill.

  As though I’ve just surfaced from the depths of the ocean, I take gulping breaths of air. My heart flutters wildly while my hands fall to my lap as the rest of me goes limp. The power of arcana leaves me, and Orion tosses his head at the loss of connection. Like a room suddenly plunged into darkness, Orion’s images disappear from my mind, and I can no longer guide him by my thoughts alone.

  Robert walks his mare toward me. My lips part in surprise when I see his wide grin. “Wren,” he says, “beautiful save with the light. I would have been a broken wreck for sure.”

  I try to smile back, but the image of Robert twisted beneath his horse at the bottom of a hill makes it impossible. I force some tension back into my limbs, since I refuse to let him know how much using arcana has cost me.

  When I fail to respond, he tilts his head, the smile falling. “Are you alright? You look pale.”

  Fatigue threatens to take over, but I fight it. My heart beats sluggishly in my chest. Don’t lose consciousness. Don’t lose consciousness. As if the sky hears my prayer, the clouds part, and a slice of sunshine falls across my arm. I soak up its energy greedily. It fills my body like partaking of a banquet after days of no food. In a few heartbeats, my strength is almost restored, my brother none the wiser.

  “Of course I’m pale,” I say. “I just watched my brother nearly break his neck.”

  “Come now, you can’t still be fretting over that little mishap. I’m well.” He gives his horse a pat on the neck. “Serenity is well.”

  “You’re incorrigible. Next you’ll be crowing you got the silly thing to jump it in the first place.”

  His grin returns. “Of course. I’m only sorry I didn’t make it to the creek in time.”

  I give the smallest shake of my head. “Let’s rest here for a few moments, since I’m in no hurry to return home. Father will have our heads for racing the horses again.”

  Robert chuckles. “My head, perhaps. Yours he will dote over and continue to ignore every wild thing you do.”

  I give a shrug of my shoulders. “It’s the least he can do when one considers how much time and energy goes into keeping my darling older brother alive.”

  He opens his mouth to retort, but shuts it immediately after, a look of concern flashing across his face. I follow his line of sight to Margaret, one of the maids. Her shawl has slipped unheeded to the ground, and an overturned basket of bread lies at her feet.

  Though she is too far for me to make out her precise expression, I can tell by her stiff posture that something is very wrong. My heart pounds a warning inside my chest.

  “Margaret!” I call out, my voice wavering despite my best effort to appear calm. “Are you alright?”

  My voice seems to rouse her, and she takes one small step backward. Robert and I—even our horses—stand frozen, awaiting her response. Instead of answering, she turns and flees. I watch slushy footprints form ahead of us as cold dread fills my stomach.

  “She saw everything,” Robert says, his face tight.

  I manage a single nod. Our father will not be pleased.

  Charles, our footman, greets us as we enter the manor. His eyes are quick to avoid mine, and the snake pit of nerves within me returns. Does the whole house know already?

  “Begging your pardon, milady,” he says while Robert kicks the dirt and snow from his boots. “Your father would like to see you in his study.”

  “Thank you, Charles,” I say, and he responds with a short bow. I give him a harried smile before pulling Robert into one of the nearby sitting rooms.

  The room’s cheerful yellow chintz print on the walls does nothing to calm me. I close the door and lean against it. “I told you we should’ve questioned Margaret.”

  Unflappable as usual, Robert flips on the lamp beside his favorite chair and sits down. “What would you have me do? Run her down on horseback? I’m sure that wouldn’t have frightened her at all.”

  “She’s obviously told everyone she encountered.”

  “Margaret is as kind and timid as a mouse. I very much doubt she told everyone. We didn’t give her that much of a head start.”

  I shake my head. “Charles knows. He could barely stand to look at me.”

  Robert’s expression turns skeptical. “You mean the way he always looks at you when you’re dressed as a gentleman instead of a lady? Truly, Wren, you’re reading too much into everything. This has happened before,” Robert says in his infuriatingly nonchalant way, “and it will happen again.”

  “I was seven the last time it happened,” I say, my voice coming out as more of a screech. “Everything’s different now.”

  Robert crosses his arms over his chest. “Do you regret saving me?”

  I shoot him an exasperated look. “Of course not.”

  “And I very much doubt Father will be angry with you for saving his only son.”

  “Yes, but—”

  “Father hand-picked each of the servants here to be loyal and to hold their tongues. Most of them have been here since we were children.” His lips curve in a half-grin. “And, honestly, who will believe such an impossible tale?”

  I rub my forehead, trying to ease the tension amassed there. “Mr. Baxter will.” As butler, he was head of the servants. He knew all.

  Robert snorts. “I’m sure he already does. He’s probably the first person she went to, and you should be thankful since he’ll put a stop to the spread of it.”

  My shoulders relaxed marginally. Robert was right, of course. Mr. Baxter had been with our family since before even Robert had been born. He was unfailingly loyal and would tolerate nothing less from the others. Unfortunately, he had no doubt already talked to Margaret, and Papa would know we’d disobeyed him in every possible way—again. “We shouldn’t have raced again today.”

  “If I recall correctly, you were the one to suggest such an outing in the first place.”

  I blow a lock of hair out of my face. “Did I? Well, even if that were true—”

  “It is true.”

  I narrow my eyes. “Even if it were true, I still think you should accompany me to explain.”

  He shakes his head. “I’m sure Father will want to meet with me as well, but I’d rather send you in first to appraise his mood.”

  “What kind of an older brother are you?” I demand.

  Robert lets out a loud bark of laughter. “The kind who knows his father has a soft spot for his silly younger sisters. I will walk you to the door, but no farther.”

  “Very well.” I glance down at my mud-splattered breeches. “Perhaps I should change?”

  “It’s too late now,” Robert says with some sympathy. “I’m sure he already knows. You’ll only make it worse to keep him waiting.”

  We leave the cheery room and make our way down the long hall, our boots echoing on the wood.

  Outside the white panel door, I take a deep breath, and Robert pats me on the back. I knock once, and Mr. Baxter opens the door.

  His ruddy face holds very little emotion, but he gives my arm a squeeze as I walk by. I have the urge to throw my arms around his generous middle as I used to do when I was younger and had done something wrong. He would always comfort me with a kind word and a scone stolen from the kitchen. Today, however, I straighten my spine and walk over to Papa.

  My father sits in his favorite brocade chair by the fire, a book in one hand, and a cup of tea in the other—but only because it’s daytime. Were it evening, the tea cup would be replaced by a glass of scotch. He is surrounded by books—some so old the binding struggles to retain their hold on the pages within—all in piles that threaten to topple at any moment. Papers and pens littered on the top of the mahogany desk obscure its beauty, and if it weren’t for the servants, the whole room would likely be covered in dust.

  Even still, the room is cozily familiar, lit only by a small lamp and the fire.

  He lowers his book to the little side table and gestures for me to sit in the matching chair across from him.

  “You wanted to speak to me, Papa?” I ask. I search his face for a sign of his mood, but if the tired lines around his mouth and eyes are any indication, he is more exhausted than angry.

  “Indeed, my dear.” He leans back in his chair, and I try to take comfort from the relaxed position. “I find I’m at my wit’s end.”

  I clasp my hands together in my lap, but I cannot prevent my eyebrow from arching.

  “This is your eighteenth year, is it not?”

  “Yes, Papa.” The tiniest hint of where this conversation is going enters my mind, and I grip the arms of my chair.

  “Ah.” His eyebrows furrow. “And yet you still insist on deliberately disobeying every social edict you’ve learned from both your governess and myself?”

  “I’m not sure I understand—”

  He cuts me off with a gesture toward my clothes. A small clump of snow drips off my boot incriminatingly. “Your manner of dress. Riding astride. Racing with your brother. Shall I continue?”

  I bite my tongue to keep from arguing. The color rises in his cheeks, and I know he is past listening to my excuses. I shake my head.

  “Indeed, I feel I must. For I’ve just spoken with Mr. Baxter.” He eyes me with his bushy eyebrows raised. “Seems Margaret witnessed an unusual event this afternoon.” He turns to the butler. “Mr. Baxter, would you be so kind as to repeat to Katherine what Margaret said?”

  “Of course, my lord,” Mr. Baxter says. “Margaret returned from a trip to town this afternoon and saw Katherine using arcana to save Robert from a terrible fall. Apparently his horse tried to take a jump but slipped at the last moment.” He pauses to look at me with more than a hint of admiration. “Margaret was frightened but very willing to keep the family secret—once she realized no harm would come to her.”

  “Thank you, Baxter, that will be all,” Papa says, and Mr. Baxter bows and leaves us.

  “Papa, I had no choice,” I say as soon as the door closes behind him. “Robert would have . . .” I choke on the thought of what might have happened, swallow, and try again. “He would have been gravely injured had I not intervened.”

  “No one is contesting that fact, my dear. But it’s because of your poor choices that you were forced into such a dangerous situation.” He points at the snow falling lightly outside. “The slush is no condition for a race—especially for a lady.”

  Guilt and a strong urge to defend my right to enjoy a ride in the countryside battled within me. “I regret I had to use arcana,” I say, unwilling at the moment to apologize for much else.

  He gives me a long, appraising look. I resist the urge to squirm in my chair. “With any luck, Margaret will not reveal what she saw to anyone from town. But of course, you needn’t worry about that.”

  My eyes dart to his. I don’t like the hint of warning in his tone.

  “You’ve left me with no choice, Katherine. I’ve decided you will travel to London to have your debut at the start of the season.”

  I jump to my feet. “So soon! You said I could wait until I turned nineteen.”

  “That was before you continually ignored good sense.” His expression softens. “My darling, you know I love you, but I feel I have been remiss in my fatherly duties. Your dear mother would have wanted you to be a proper lady, to be as comfortable in the bosom of Society as you are on the back of a horse.” He rubs his mustache with his thumb and forefinger. “You’ll never find a suitable husband holed up in the country—especially if what happened today spreads around town. As difficult as it will be, the season will enable you to be introduced to gentlemen who are worthy of you.”

  I try to keep the disgust off my face. The season is a subject I tend to avoid. Nothing is more displeasing to me than the silly, pointless marriage mart. I pace in front of my chair, hating he brought Mama into this. Respecting her wishes and honoring her memory are important to me, but what my father suggests is intolerable. I thought I would have another year, one to either convince Papa I will never make a good wife and would be better off as a spinster—even in spite of the abject horror with which Society greets such a position—or to resign myself to my fate. Either way, I thought there was more time.

  “But where will I stay? Who will help me debut?”

  “Mother has agreed to let you and Lucy stay with her. She has even brought in a rather accomplished London governess to continue Lucy’s studies for the duration of your stay.”

  I think of the cheerful, though somewhat dowdy governess who instructed my siblings and me. No doubt my grandmother had found her wanting. “And what of Miss Taylor?”

  Papa flashes a wry smile. “Not up to the London standard, I’m afraid. Those are Mother’s words, of course, not mine.”

  I sit back in my chair with a huff. We aren’t able to visit with my father’s mother often, but I know she will expect me to be debut-ready. I picture the thinly veiled horror on her face if she could see me now, my white-blonde hair tangled from the wind, clad in muddy breeches and boots.

  “Papa, I know you think this is what’s best for me, but I’m happy here at Bransfield with you and Lucy. I find it difficult enough to enjoy myself at the country balls much less grand ones in London.”

  “And what of a husband? Will you find one who is worthy of a viscount’s daughter here in the countryside?”

  A husband—someone to tell me what to do, what to think, how to live. I’d seen fine men at some of the balls, but none who would ever make me want to risk telling him the truth about my abilities. There is also a part of me, a rather large part, that believes there will never be such a man. Why would London be any different?

  I steel my spine. “Perhaps it would be better if I never married.”

  My father nearly spits out his tea. “Katherine! What has gotten into you?”

  The warmth of a blush creeps up my neck. “I’m just not certain I will ever meet a man who will find me . . . agreeable.”

  My father shakes his head, lets out a soft chuckle. “How utterly ridiculous. You have your mother’s striking beauty and a wit and sensibility all your own. Any man who would think otherwise is the worst sort of fool and should be beneath your notice.”

  I glance out the window at the snow swirling in the breeze. Mama and I do share some similarities, with our willowy frames, large eyes, and high cheekbones. The older I get, the more I recognize her in the mirror. But it is not my appearance that concerns me. “And what if he realizes what I truly am—what I can do?” I whisper.

  He reaches over and clasps my hand in his. “It never prevented me from marrying your mother.”

  I meet his kind hazel eyes. “Perhaps you’re the only one.”

  “Nonsense. There is a man out there who is your perfect match, and I will do everything in my power to put you in the path of such a suitor.” He fumbles in his coat pocket for a moment before pulling out a folded letter. “It is for this reason I have shamelessly asked a favor of someone whose very presence at your side will draw the attention of every eligible bachelor in England.”

  My eyebrows wing up, for I cannot help but be curious. My father rarely leaves the estate save for business, and I can’t imagine who he means.

  “The Earl of Thornewood.”

  “The earl?” I repeat a bit breathlessly. My father never made mention of him before, but it is of little consequence. Having such a lofty member of the peerage in my favor would make my coming out noteworthy indeed.

  I cannot imagine anything more horrible.

  My father nods. “Your dear Grandmama believes him to be a rake, but I know better. Colin is the mirror image of his late father, who received the very same label. Utter rubbish.”

  My hands are gripped so tightly in my lap that my knuckles turn white. The late earl’s son. This would be no father-like figure to ease me into Society. This would be a highly sought after London bachelor. Any other girl would be in raptures, but a cold fear grips me. An earl’s patronage will assure I will be the center of attention at every ball and party—more scrutiny and censure than I will ever be comfortable with.

  “Katherine, are you well?” my father asks, his eyes full of concern. “You look rather distraught.”

  I take a few steadying breaths and nod.

  “Shall I call for some smelling salts?”

  “No,” I say, finally finding my voice again. “That won’t be necessary. I was just surprised at such an illustrious person offering me aid.”

  My father grins. “It may be true I love the lifestyle I have now, but before your mother made an honest man of me, I ran with a different sort. Colin’s father and I were close growing up and were never far from White’s.” I draw my eyebrows together as I try to place the name. “The gambling house,” he says when he notices my confusion. “Though we were always careful not to risk too much. Robert Thornewood always said we would need money for dowries one day.”

  I nod but don’t meet his eyes. I loathe the subject of dowries almost as much I hate speaking of the marriage mart. They go hand-in-hand, and I always feel like ladies are a commodity to be sold to the highest bidder. Even in this modern age, with our electricity and railway carriages, women still have shockingly few rights. But such thoughts go against everything high Society says on the subject of marriage, and I would be much happier if I could tear them from my mind.

  “When will I leave for London?” I ask.

  “Your train will leave in two days. Your brother will accompany you on his way back to Oxford.”

  “If I am to leave in so short a time, I must get my things in order.” I stand and bend at the waist to give my father a kiss on the cheek, and he pats my shoulder.

  “Katherine,” he says when I reach the door. I stop and turn back to him. “Your mother and I protected you the last time this happened, and though I no longer have her wisdom to guide me, I will keep you safe.”

  “Yes, Papa,” I murmur, already caught in the snare of my own memories.

  I leave his study in a daze, and I am powerless to stop my mind from returning me to the last time I was caught using arcana.


  TWO

  ASIDE from my siblings, I had one close friend growing up.

  Henry and I were inseparable as children. He lived in the village just down the road from Bransfield, and he came every day to fish with me in our creek or walk through the woods. The day my secret was revealed, we were both around seven years old. We went to the stables to check on the barn cat that had her litter of kittens the week before. For whatever reason, the cat foolishly decided to situate her litter in the hayloft, close to the edge. It was only a matter of time before one of the kittens fell.

  That day, we walked into the cool stables, happy to be out of the hot summer sun.

  “I’ll climb up and see how the mama is doing,” Henry said. “You wait here.”

  Before he could shimmy up the narrow ladder, one of the runts of the litter wandered too close to the edge.

  “She’ll fall!” I cried, pointing to the fluffy white kitten.

  Henry climbed faster, but he didn’t make it in time.

  The kitten fell, breaking her neck instantly upon impact. I scooped her up, tears streaming down my face. I can still remember the feel of her in my hands, her light body limp but not yet stiff.

  Henry jumped the last few rungs of the ladder and rushed over to me. “Is she dead?” he asked, his own eyes shiny with tears.

  I nodded sadly. Then I felt it, that little spark of life. It was there, but faint. I knew I had only seconds. I held my hands over her and closed my eyes. She was such a little thing, barely bigger than a mouse. The amount of energy I needed was small, but I still had to borrow it from living things around me. I had nowhere near the stores of energy I have now.

  Luckily, the stables were full of horses. I siphoned minuscule amounts of their considerable energy, filling the kitten with it.

  “What are you doing?” Henry asked, his voice wavering with fear and unshed tears.

  My hands were glowing, imparting life back into the cat. And then her chest started to rise and fall with her breaths.

  When I opened my eyes, a relieved smile on my face, Henry was looking at me with huge eyes and a pale face.

  “Henry, it’s okay,” I whispered. “She’s alive.” I held the now-squirming kitten toward him as proof. My seven-year-old self didn’t understand that Henry’s hesitancy wasn’t due to disbelief the kitten was alive but rather horror I had brought her back. He had heard the rumors about my family that had circulated around the village ever since my mother had come to Bransfield. He just hadn’t had reason to believe them—until I gave him one.

  He shook his head, coming shakily to his feet. “What did you do?” he demanded.

  “I helped her,” I said, holding the little cat close to my chest. She purred, but I could take no comfort from it.

  “She was dead,” Henry said. “I saw her.”

  “Yes, but I helped her.”

  He shook his head again. “No.”

  “Henry, please,” I said and reached for him.

  He pushed me away. “No! Stay away from me. You’re a—a witch.”

  I barely understood his words, but I understood his meaning. Henry fled from the barn like I’d taken a life instead of resurrecting one. His story of my abilities spread throughout the village not long after. None of the adults believed him, of course. But the children did. Because of my lofty social status, I could not be obviously shunned, but I could be avoided. Children averted their eyes as they curtsied or bowed when they met me in the village, treating me as though I truly was a witch to be feared and hated. No one would dare come anywhere near Bransfield.

  In time, the children’s memories of that terrible day faded, and I was treated with vague suspicion instead of outward disdain. My friendship with Henry, though, was destroyed for good.

  My mother comforted me over my loss of a friend, but she also told me resurrection arcana was the most dangerous form. She said I was to never attempt anything like it again.

  I stand before my open wardrobe and stare, biting my lower lip in dismay. The vast majority of it consists of skirts and blouses suitable for any number of leisurely pursuits but which fail miserably as an appropriate wardrobe for the season. Most are only appropriate for long country walks as they are certainly not the latest Parisian fashion, being rather plain with not a single bit of lace or even ornate buttons. Some of the skirts are meant to be worn with matching jackets, but I have long since ruined them—too often I visit the horses in the stables and end up so filthy, no amount of washing will repair the damage.

  The wardrobe contains several hats, but they are like my surviving shirts and skirts: too plain and practical for London. I do have one hat, a nightmare gifted to me by a distant aunt, with no less than five plumes of ostrich feathers. It was buried at the very bottom and is hopelessly crushed.

  I have two tea-gowns that I quite like, but as they have no boning in the bodices, they would be shameful presented at a dinner or ball in London. Composed of light and airy chiffon, they are dresses meant to be worn around the house only. My shoulders slump.

  The assembly at Mrs. Quinn’s tonight will be difficult enough. If it weren’t for the music, I would feign a headache. But of course I must go—if only to ease my mind that Margaret really hasn’t told anyone else. I pray only our servants know.

  I hear a soft shoe scrape the floor, and then my younger sister throws her arms around me in a tight hug.

  “Oh, Wren,” she says in her breathy voice, “I am so excited about London.”

  I give her a little squeeze back. “I’m glad you are.”

  Her hazel eyes widen. “How could you not be? This will be your coming out!”

  “Oh yes, all my dreams are finally coming true,” I deadpan.

  She laughs. “Maybe not all. But I’m sure it could be delightfully fun if you’ll let it. I can’t tell you how happy I am Papa is allowing me to accompany you.” She reaches out and touches the skirt of my tea-gown, and a stab of guilt goes through me. If this was Lucy’s debut, she would be excited and thankful. Not resentful and resistant as I am. Her smile loses some of its brilliance when she catches sight of my expression. “You truly do not wish to go?”

  I pick up a framed painting of Mama, her dark blue eyes smiling back at me. She was beautiful in a way that was not quite human. Though I share some of her physical traits, I could never emulate that otherness she possessed, that natural grace she had just from being Sylvani. “If there were a way to escape to Mama’s land and never go to London, I would do so in an instant.”

  Lucy’s eyes, the mirror images of Mama’s, widen. “You wouldn’t really, would you? We know almost nothing about it.”

  A sad smile touches my lips as I replace the painting. “It doesn’t matter if I would or wouldn’t. Mama never told us where to find the entrance to her realm.” Relief wars with regret on my sister’s face. I recognize it because it’s what I always felt when Mama spoke of her homeland. There has always been a part of me that has longed to see my mother’s homeland, if only to feel closer to her.

  Most children heard fairytales in the nursery. My siblings and I had our mother’s stories of Sylvania. Late into the night, she would enthrall us with accounts of the many ways her world differed from ours: forests with trees so old they had a language of their own, sparkling cities carved into the mountains, and what I liked to hear of most of all, immortal people who could use arcana freely.

  My mother’s soft voice flickers in my mind. “Sylvania was where all the magic from the human world escaped when humans decided they had outgrown such fantasy,” she said. “Dragons guarded caves high in the mountains, while faeries and unicorns maintained the forests. Every creature could communicate, if you only knew its language.”

  I had told her I wanted to go there, to see the dragons and unicorns for myself.

  “It wasn’t all perfect, darling,” she said. “Just as in this world, there was a struggle for power. My family was in the thick of it, and I’m only glad I was able to escape.”

  As a child, I couldn’t understand what she meant. She never elaborated, and I am still at a loss. Was she as bound by the whims of Sylvania’s Society as I am by London’s?

  “Perhaps we should be thankful Mama never told us where to find the entrance,” Lucy says, as if she has shared the same memory. “She said she could never return.”

  “Perhaps,” I say to appease her. “It would take a monumental catastrophe to make me leave our family, in any case. How could I possibly survive without Rob’s teasing? Or your kindness?”

  “You wouldn’t,” Lucy says, “and neither would we. Oh, but I’m sure you will find London agreeable if you let yourself. Think of the dancing!”

  “You are the one who loves dancing, but you’re right. I should at least try to enjoy myself, though I’m sure Grandmama will keep me so busy I won’t have time for homesickness.”

  “What do you think she’ll be like?” she asks quietly.

  I hesitate. “You don’t remember her?” I think of Grandmama’s cold indifference while our mother lay dying of an illness no doctor could cure. Blessedly, Lucy’s memory of that time has always seemed foggy.

  “Only a little.”

  I reach out and smooth one of her blond curls. “She will adore you.”

  Lucy turns to me with humble doubt in her eyes. “Truly?”

  “How could you doubt it? Everyone is instantly charmed by you.” I smile because I mean it.

  “Perhaps, but I haven’t seen Grandmama since I was very small. And I know she can be . . .” I watch with amusement as my kind sister tries to find a way of politely describing our curmudgeonly grandmother. “Discerning,” she says after a moment.

  “That’s one way to describe her. I’m hoping she will be so taken with you that she will overlook how much work it will require to turn me into a proper debutante.”

  “Nonsense, you’ll be the talk of Society.”

  “That’s what I’m afraid of,” I say to myself, and she shakes her head.

  “Are you afraid she will find out about your gifts?”

  “You have them, too,” I say, almost defensively. I know they don’t mean to, but Robert and Lucy often make me feel as if I’m something else entirely.

  Lucy touches her hand to my arm. “I only meant yours are more powerful than mine and harder to keep secret.”

  I stride over to my vanity and glance at my tangled hair in the mirror. I frown back at myself. My more obvious abilities are the sole reason Grandmama barely tolerates me. I remind her too much of Mama, and Mama scared her.

  Lucy walks up behind me.

  “I’m not afraid of her finding out,” I say. “She already knows.” I meet Lucy’s eyes in the mirror. “It’s why we haven’t seen her since you were small.”

  Her face falls, and guilt twists in my stomach like a serpent. Still, she needs to know what to expect. This won’t be a tearful reunion with a beloved grandmother. It will be nothing more than business, myself the merchandise.

  “Oh, I see,” Lucy says, and I turn and give her a brief embrace.

  “She will still love you, Luce. It’s me she cannot stand.”

  The room is stuffy from the number of people in such a small space. The lit fireplace at the other end of the room isn’t helping matters, its added heat causing me to flush before I’ve even set foot on the dance floor. I glance at the wall lined with windows, the golden curtains drawn back so that we may admire the view of the gardens beyond, and wonder if anyone would stop me from opening them. Hemmed in as I am by people on all sides, I can do nothing at the moment but stare at the lovely painting of some ancient nobleman astride a white charger. The air smells of cloying perfume and whiskey—the latter because the gentleman behind me keeps sneaking a nip from his flask.

  “Remind me why we’re here again,” Robert says. He takes a sip of his wine and peers around the room with a bored look on his face.

  “For the simple reason that Mrs. Quinn cornered me in town the other day, and I was too distracted to come up with a proper excuse.”

  “Hm. Well, as inconvenient as this is, I suppose it’s a good opportunity to make sure Margaret’s testimony hasn’t spread throughout town.”

  “Yes, I suppose we should watch for anyone who treats me as more of a pariah than usual,” I say with a bitter edge.

  Robert snorts a laugh into his wine glass. “Lord, I’d forgotten how melodramatic you could be. No one treats you as a pariah. They have a healthy fear of you, perhaps, but that’s to be expected with such a biting wit.”

  I try to glare at him but end up grinning instead. “Because I know you are only teasing, I shall refrain from feigning a headache and leaving you to fend for yourself.”

  “Robert!” a nasally voice calls, and we both turn our heads in the direction of a girl around my age, sashaying her way over in a gaudy pink dress, the corset so tight I’m surprised she can breathe at all. The crowd parts, and I hear my brother groan.

  “Robert, I thought it was you,” the girl says. She practically bounces on her toes. “No one told me you’d be here.” She shoots me an accusing look before remembering her manners and smiling instead. Her family is new to Gloucestershire, new enough not to know our family history. This would be a wonderful thing—possibly even a chance for me to have a friend again, at last—only her character is so obnoxious I can hardly stand to be civil.

  “Good evening to you, Harriet,” I say.

  “Evening, Harriet,” Robert says, hardly more than a mumble. Harriet looks at him with naked admiration.

  “Oh, good evening,” she says. “I am so very happy you could come.” Her eyes are still on Robert, but she shifts them to me briefly. “You look lovely tonight, Wren.”

  “You are too kind,” I say, glancing over her person to find something I can compliment in turn. Her hair is frizzy, her dress is cut much too low and seems to feature entirely too much lace, but then I spot the pretty pearls around her neck. “I adore your necklace.”

  She smiles brightly at me, and I’m glad I took the time to be kind. “Thank you.” She turns back to Robert. “What do you think of my dress? It’s new. Mother bought it especially for this ball. They say it’s the latest London fashion.”

  I take a sip of my lemonade to hide my grin as my brother fidgets with the cuffs of his shirt.

  “Ah, yes. It’s very fine,” he says after a moment. Though it doesn’t seem possible, her smile grows even wider, and I decide to finally give in and rescue my brother before the determined girl attaches herself to him for the rest of the evening.

  I swallow the rest of my drink in an un-ladylike gulp and thrust my glass at him. “Robert, would you be a dear and fetch me more lemonade? I’m terribly parched.”

  Any other time, he would roll his eyes at my proffered cup and tell me to get it myself, but he smiles at me like I’ve offered him a gift of gold. “Certainly, dear sister. Do excuse me, Harriet.”

  She stares after him forlornly for a moment before turning to me, but as I offer no marriage potential, she moves on to a young soldier. My good deed done for the evening, I glance around for Lucy, who was asked to dance soon after we first arrived. At fifteen, she will be too young to accompany me to the London balls, but I am glad she can enjoy herself tonight.

  I watch and sigh as Mrs. Quinn makes her way toward me. She is dressed in a shocking red dress with a strange ostrich feather turban. I glance at the refreshment table where Robert carries on a lively conversation with one of father’s friends. No one will come to my rescue, it seems.

  “Katherine,” she says before she’s close enough to talk at a comfortable level. “I simply must have you play for us.” I watch as everyone around us glances our way. Wonderful. Now everyone heard. At least I see nothing but normal curiosity in their expressions.

  “Oh, I wouldn’t want to intrude,” I say and groan inwardly. I always come up with the worst excuses.

  She loops her arm through mine and speaks at the same loud level. “Nonsense. It wouldn’t be an intrusion in the least. Come, you must see my new piano.”

  She points to the gleaming instrument in the next room, and my fingers itch to play it. I shouldn’t play, but I can’t resist her offer.

  The crowd parts for me as I walk to the piano and sit on the bench before it. I take a moment to arrange my skirt, the satin rustling as it settles. She hands me sheets of music, but I don’t even glance at them. I know which song I will play, though part of me whispers I would be foolish to release even a small amount of arcana. But there are times when I am unable to resist the lure of power inside me. This is one of those times.

  Hauntingly beautiful music plays in my head before I’ve even touched the keys. My eyelids flutter closed for a moment as I listen to notes only I can hear.

  This arcana is different from the kind I used to save Robert. I’ve always thought of it as part of Mama, as it is gentle like her but also strong, like the unexpected strength of silk. Ever since Papa and I spoke of Mama’s wishes, I haven’t been able to stop thinking of her.

  I touch the tips of my fingers to the keys, and then I am swept away like a petal in the current of a river. My fingers know the song, one of a series my mother used to play—her music, the songs from her land. Music is the only remnant I have left of her homeland, as my mother gave up her immortality and ability to return to that land when she married my father.

  “How can you lose your immortality, Mama?” I had asked when I was old enough to understand the meaning of the word.

  It was the only time I’d seen her eyes dim with loss. “I was forced to leave my spirit behind, darling.”

  I’d pictured a ghost at the time, but she explained later that all the Sylvani had spirit animals. Made entirely of energy, they provided the Sylvani a never-ending source of power.

  The melody is slow and dark at first, weaving threads of sadness around each heart in the room. I don’t have to look at them to know; I can feel the emotion it’s evoking—I feel it in my own heart. The room seems to disappear until all I can see is the cool ivory keys beneath my fingers.

  The music, more than her stories, would remind her of her lost realm. One night, when I was only five years old, I found her sitting at our piano. With her hair loose around her shoulders, she played the same haunting melody I play now. Her eyes were red-rimmed, but not a single tear shone in them.

  “I’m sorry you miss your home, Mama,” I said.

  She drew me close to her side and pressed a kiss to my forehead. “This is my home, darling.”

  The melancholy of the beginning has given way to a sound so angelic it breathes hope into the darkness created with the first few bars. The tempo increases, building tension, and as one, each person in the room draws a deep breath. This music tells a story, though of what, I’ve never been able to determine. Images of a pristine forest always come to my mind, at the center of which is a silvery waterfall cascading over white rocks.

  Tears slide down my cheeks, but I can’t stop playing. I’m glad I’m turned away from the crowd. This always happens when I play my mother’s music.

  It reaches its crescendo, and I picture white birds, as big as eagles, taking flight amongst the trees. I finish with a flourish, my cheeks warm, and hastily wipe away the tears. I turn to the crowd, and they erupt with applause, their eyes shiny and wet.

  Every man save my father and brother looks at me as if I’m the famed Helen of Troy, and every female save Lucy looks at me as though I am her goddess and she my priestess. I make a quick bow and dart from the room.

  I had let the arcana free again.

  The pillow is cool against my warm cheek. Why did I give in to my inner desires and play my mother’s music? Now I will have to avoid everyone who was there—at least until the enchantment has worn off.

  I curl into a ball around another pillow. I wasn’t consciously weaving a spell, but my music always has that effect on people. They become enamored—not truly with me—but with the feeling the arcana gives them. Only my siblings are totally immune. My father gets teary-eyed, but only because it reminds him of Mama.

  I close my eyes and picture her—I rarely let myself do so since it only stirs up my grief, but tonight the music conjures her memory. I think of her voice, so bright and clear, and the way she always knew exactly what to say. She was so kind and loving—Lucy inherited that gene. And, of course, she had the power in her.

  In light of what happened this evening, I’m more wary than ever of going to London. So many more people, more eyes upon me. I’ll have to be careful of letting my power influence others.

  I push the pillow away and get out of bed, tugging my nightgown down until it brushes the tops of my feet. The air is cool, so I pull a wrap around my shoulders. It’s very early in the morning. Still, I know Papa will be awake. He’s hardly slept since my mother died ten years ago.

  When I enter his study, the warmth from the fire envelopes me like a wool coat.

  “Come sit by the fire with me, Wren,” he says without looking up from his book. I sit, and he reaches over and pats my hand. “I miss her, too.”

  A wan smile touches my lips. “I know. I’m sorry for playing tonight. I hope it won’t make things more trying for you.”

  “No, I was glad to hear your mother’s music. It has been far too long.” He leans over to his side table and retrieves a small leather-bound book. “Since your mother is on both our minds, now is the time to give you this.”

  I take the book from him, marveling at how buttery the leather is and at the beautiful silver tree tooled on the front. “Was this Mama’s?” I ask in hushed tones.

  He nods. “She wanted you to have it before your coming out.”

  I open the book eagerly—what if it will reveal more about her world?—but my eyebrows furrow when I see the pages. “They’re all blank.”

  “It’s part of your mother’s arcana. It will prevent you from reading the whole thing at once. Only a page or two will reveal itself to you at a time.”

  “How frustrating,” I say.

  He smiles. “It was in your mother’s very nature to be frustrating. She was more mysterious than the stars. We are lucky she let me in on the secret to that little book, else we’d both be left staring at each other dumbly.”

  “Mysterious indeed. Was this her journal?” I run my hands over the blank pages, imagining my mother’s slender fingers and feminine script.

  As if she writes them before my eyes, words appear on the page. I gasp. “Papa, look.”

  We watch as a letter to me forms.

  
    My dearest Katherine,

    I have asked your father to keep this journal safe until you come of age. I know you will be reluctant about finding a suitable husband, but believe me, it’s for your own protection.

    Two gentlemen will present themselves to you as potential suitors. They will be two sides of the same coin, one dark, one light. Only you will be able to discern which is which, and this will be your greatest challenge. Guard your heart, my darling, for one of these men will be drawn to your power and will seek to ruin you.

    There are those who know the truth of our abilities, those who will use their power and influence to have you for their own. In a city as large as London, you must be on your guard at all times.

    I am so sorry I cannot be there to see you come into your own, my darling, but it is my hope that this journal will provide a semblance of comfort.

    With much love and tender affection,

    Mama

  

  I read and reread the words, but I cannot make the letter any longer. Her first letter to me, and it’s about potential suitors? I know it’s wrong, but I find my ire rising as I think on my mother’s words. I have no intention of falling in love in the first place. Perhaps if I do not give a man my heart, he will be unable to hurt me—or worse, control me.

  I glance over at my father, but his eyebrows are drawn low over his eyes and his mouth is tight.

  “This is very worrisome,” he says. “Your mother had a gift for knowing things before they came to pass, so we must take her words seriously.”

  “Perhaps I shouldn’t tempt fate by going to London, Papa.”

  He tilts his head, as if considering my words, and my heart beats faster in my chest. “No, that’s not the answer either. Your mother wanted you to be presented at court, so you will leave on the morrow as planned.” His eyes scan Mama’s words again. “This line here—about others who know the truth—should encourage the utmost caution.”

  “Have you heard of such people before?”

  “No, indeed. Your mother never told me, but then, she often kept things from me she deemed ‘upsetting.’” He shakes his head and lets out a soft laugh. He pats his rounded belly. “As if I’m of such a delicate constitution I cannot handle troublesome news.”

  Not for the first time, I think of how my mother never would admit to us whether other Sylvani could be found in this world. Not all of our kind are like me, my darling, she would say. But now her journal entry had admitted as much.

  I close the book. “So there could be those who know the truth about what I am, but you would still have me go to London?”

  He reaches over and takes my hand. “My darling, there are wolves in sheep’s clothing everywhere we look. It’s the world we live in. It’s the darker side of human nature. Do I want to protect you from that? Of course. But I also want you to have the life you deserve—with someone who deserves and respects you—and you cannot live caged up like a canary.”

  I bite the inside of my lip to keep it from quivering. I have the strongest urge to burst into tears, but I swallow them down. As often happens in the dark of night, when fear reigns over common sense, I can’t help but succumb to the belief I’ve held since I was seven years old: no suitor will ever be able to accept the truth of my power. Even at that young age, I learned that to be absolute.


  THREE

  THE train leaves the station with a puff of steam and a short whistle. We settle into one of the opulent first-class carriages, the lighting comfortably dim, the dining tables already set with crystal and china. Lucy sits beside me on a plush velvet sofa, with Robert across from us in a tufted leather chair. We have the railway carriage to ourselves, which comes as a pleasant surprise since I had hoped to have the chance to share Mama’s journal with my siblings.

  Before I can retrieve the book from my reticule, Lucy loops her arm around mine. “I was awake all night dreaming up the perfect dress for Court.”

  Her eyes dance so merrily, I have to humor her though my interest in fashion is small. “Did you? I hope you have managed to keep it looking like a wedding dress.”

  She grins. “Well, it is white, of course. There is no helping that. But I took some liberties with the silhouette and fabrics.”

  “That does sound lovely. Perhaps you could draw it,” I say.

  She smiles as she unfolds a piece of paper. “I already did.”

  I can weave enchantment with the piano, but my sister can make even a simple drawing a work of art. In perfect detail, she has created a rendering of a dress with a heart-shaped bodice, intricate lace flowers blooming across the skirt, and delicate sleeves hanging just off the shoulder.

  After a surreptitious glance around to be sure we are alone, she leans over me and touches the tip of her finger to the dress. “I thought you’d like to see the whole thing.”

  The dress rises from the page, flat at first like a paper doll. As I watch, it fills out, like a miniature version of the real thing. The skirt rustles softly though there is no breeze. I laugh as it makes a slow pirouette so I can see it from every angle.

  “Oh, Luce,” I say, “it’s beautiful. I’ll give this to Grandmama’s dressmaker as soon as we arrive.”

  Her hands are clasped against her chest. “Nothing would give me greater pleasure.” She touches her finger to the rotating gown and it deflates before returning to a simple drawing.

  “What say you, Robert?” I ask my brother, who has paid us very little attention. Instead, his focus is on Virgil’s Aeneid.

  “Lovely. You’ll be the belle of the ball,” he says without looking up from his book.

  “You really should pay more attention to this, considering my entire future relies upon it,” I say with a wry smile.

  “All the more reason I should not give my opinion. I would loathe myself if I were the sole reason my sister did not immediately secure the highest earning suitor in London.” He grins at me, and I shake my head.

  I lean toward Lucy. “I think he’s simply jealous because his only arcana is an unnatural amount of charm. Perhaps that is why he always manages to escape his headmaster’s censure.”

  “What nonsense,” Robert says, and Lucy giggles. “I cannot help the fact that the lion’s share of Mama’s abilities passed down to the females in the family any more than I can help the blue of my eyes.”

  “It is true about your charm though, Rob,” Lucy says. “Everyone hangs on your every word.”

  “Everyone but my silly sisters. They never heed my advice.”

  “I’m sure you’re exaggerating,” I say.

  “You think so, do you?” Robert asks, a mischievous glint in his eyes. “Name a single instance where you’ve followed my advice.”

  “Wren,” Lucy says, her hand on my arm. “Your reticule is glowing.”

  I look at her with furrowed brows before glancing down at the bag at my feet. Belatedly, I realize Mama’s journal is within. I pull it out and find that it is indeed shimmering with a soft white light.

  “I didn’t want to wake you last night,” I say to my siblings, whose eyes are riveted by the small leather book in my hand. “This was Mama’s. Papa gave it to me last night when neither of us could sleep.”

  Lucy reaches out and touches the cover gently, a look of wonder on her face, as if she’s touching our mother’s skin instead of a journal. “What does it say?” she asks.

  “It only reveals a page at a time, so it may not say anything,” I warn as I open it. For an instant, the light shines as brightly as the sun reflecting off water and then it fades away.
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