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Prologue
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THERE ARE DOORWAYS, and there are doorways.

Of the first type, there are many: into bedrooms and shops, schools and houses and parlors. Most people spend their lives going in and out of the first kind, slamming them on occasion, or else closing them with the softest of little snicks. They never know of the second kind, and depending on the type of person they are, they might be glad of this, or not.

London, in those days, had too many of the first to count, and that wasn’t nearly as many as there are now. Shut tight against the oily black soot that hung over the city like the permanent promise of rain, or thrown open to tempt any fresh breeze that might wander in off the river as if it were coming to tea.

Behind the nicer ones, whose knockers gleamed from the housekeeper’s daily polish, electric lights shone. In the grotty East End slums, the barest hint of glow from tallow candles oozed out from gaps around the wood. In the heart of the city, people gathered in dank alleys for a glimpse of the star just seen on the stage as she stepped through and out to her waiting carriage. Behind them all, people went about their business, whatever honorable or thieving business that was.

Of the second type, there were far fewer, and only one that matters for this tale.

Those who knew enough looked for them, but not in the right places. They searched graveyards, and in dim, shuttered rooms where people gathered in circles to clasp hands. Others scorned them for the attempt. What a thing for sensible people to do! And London, seat of the mighty British Empire, should be sensible above all things. But the queen herself was one of those who looked for doorways into the realm of the dead, never finding one, and certainly never stumbling across an entrance to a different world where the people were very much alive.

There were legends, of course. Stories from faraway lands, changing and growing from one country to the next. The landscape always changed, but the magic never did. The tales were told to children wrapped up in sheets, to frighten or soothe, but those doing the telling didn’t have to believe. Perhaps it was just as well that they didn’t, for the stories got so much of it wrong. They always do. The legends told of dragons and faeries, of locked towers and imprisoned princesses, and this was true enough.

But the faeries didn’t come in hues of blue and pink. They did not smile, except when something went wrong. Black, silver, brown, and tarnished copper are the things to be thought of here. They oiled one another regularly, as girls might plait one another’s hair, and their laughter rang like steel. Dragons curled like smoke in hidden caves, breathing steam, not fire.

There were people, too, normal except that they weren’t, not really. Occasionally they escaped through a door, bringing with them knowledge that seemed like magic, for to them that was the same as science, and they learned from their creatures.

And there was one thing that was not a faery or a dragon, though it had wings, one thing that was even more magical.

Or it was, before it was broken. Before it was killed.

But some things don’t stay dead forever.


CHAPTER ONE

The Sorcerer Ever Watchful
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London, 1899

WHEN LORCAN WALKED, He did so deliberately, slowly, as if to gauge just how deeply his fine shoes sank into the mud.

Mostly, he preferred to sit. Sitting was for those in command, walking for the commanded. It wasn’t often that he walked, but when told to, he went.

For there was only one who could give such orders, and to refuse her would be unthinkable. Unforgivable.

Right now, he was walking, not far, though far was relative. He was a long way from home and wished to be back, but the Lady wanted a boy, a son, and the Lady got her every wish.

Hard as he’d tried to delay, the inevitable time had come. That blasted doctor’s experiments to find another solution had all failed. The cats and birds and butterflies he’d fetched to please her had grown tiresome and been set free from the palace to run rampant outside. And so Lorcan carved his way through busy streets in the wrong place, so familiar and yet so strange.

Small metal things jangled in his pockets with every step, making his long fingers twitch with desire to stop them. Instead, he stroked his mustache and watched the people rushing past. They paid him little notice on their way to and from the trains. If they marked him at all, it was for the strangeness of his dark glasses, but it was bright here, lurid and blinding with its electric lights. Billows of steam dropped soot on traveling clothes and this, at least, eased his longing to be back in his own land.

Soon, very soon. A whistle blew, high, screeching, so like a frightened birdcall that his fingers jerked toward his pocket again. This time he let them, just to check, and they caught on a half-dozen sharp edges.

Yes, still there.

Lorcan drew out a smooth, heavy golden watch on a long chain as he stopped in the middle of the station, pretending it was what he’d meant to do all along. “Patience,” whispered the filigreed hands. Not this one, but the next.

It would be so very simple. The plan was in place, and the Lady would be pleased, pleased with Lorcan for a job well done.

Perhaps she would smile. It had been some time since she’d truly smiled, yet longer since Lorcan had been brought to her by the one who came before him, just as he’d do with the boy. The man who’d taken him was dead now, rotted to dust. Lorcan could not remember his name.

He’d been young then, and happy as boys should be. But he had aged, aged so he could be her son no more, and with every minute spent on this side of the door he grew older still.

Oh, how he wished to be home. Home, where he’d lived thousands of days and no longer aged a single one.

He felt, once again, for his pocket.

The train withdrew from the platform with a new set of passengers, headed north to where the sky was cold, stars frozen behind a shield of clouds.

“Five minutes,” teased the timepiece. Soon, yes, he could return, back to the land of comforting things. A home where he was powerful, for he had scant power here. The Lady would be amused by her new child, and the fleets needed his attention. It was unlikely they’d fallen into disrepair in his absence, but war rumbled across the ocean like thunder before a storm. The colonies wished to govern themselves and would soon need a reminder that there was only one Empire and only one Lady to rule it. There, the objects in his pockets would settle once again into their safe, hidden place. He disliked carrying them and did so only out of fear.

A new wave of people brushed past, tickets clutched in their hands. It was easy to tell the ones who made regular journeys by their surefooted trots to the correct platforms, papers tucked under their arms, corners of leather satchels worn from use. Others were tentative, slow as they read their tickets over and over, or else looked to the uniformed station inspector for help. This, he gave, pointing meaty arms in the right direction, brass buttons gleaming and strained on his chest. His eye caught Lorcan’s and he smiled affably, seemingly assuming Lorcan was waiting to greet someone off the two-seventeen.

Which was true, in its way.

Two minutes.

One.

He heard it before he saw it, the chug-chug of the engine. If there’d been a normal heart in his chest, it would have changed to match the pace exactly, but he did not have a normal heart. Here, it could be said, he barely had a thing that could be termed a heart, simply a dead, useless lump in its place.

The train crawled into view, slowly swallowing the tracks as if it were tired and hungry from its long journey and, after it had eaten, could rest with its black nose nudged up to the end of the platform. It gave a great, wheezy sigh, steam filling the station as the doors clanked open. Ghostly shapes of gentlemen helped ladies step down without turning an ankle.

He moved closer.

“Hurry up, Jack,” said a woman.

“Yes, Mother.”

Lorcan cared nothing for what this would do to the woman, who was a fool. Sending her son away to school, fetching him only for holidays that interfered with the lavish parties she threw for trivial reasons.

Not like the Lady, who would keep the boy Jack close, spoiling him with love and trinkets and cake, for all children enjoy cake.

It was inconvenient to do it this way, but Lorcan’s feet had sunk into the mud outside the high walls of the school, toes curled in frustration that there was no way to lure the boy out. No way to tell him he would be taken to a better place, to the Lady, to be the next son of the Empire of Clouds. And this way did have some benefits.

There he was.

Jack looked like the Lady, the same dark hair and eyes, the same smooth skin, though his had a smattering of freckles across the nose, which Lorcan knew would delight her. He was slightly short for his age, but healthy otherwise, a robust pinkness to his cheeks. Suit creased in the way of all young boys, the tail of a black- and blue-striped tie peeking from his satchel, the toes of his shoes shined to mirror-glass.

A perfect choice, and Lorcan had put in too much effort to stop now. Months, it had taken him. Months of watching, deciding, waiting, and the time he had been given was nearly up.

If Lorcan was reduced to parlor tricks and a few well-placed lies to obtain him, so be it. It was a small sacrifice, and there was none too large to please the Lady.

“Stay here while I see to your things and arrange for a hansom. Your father needed Wilson and the carriage today,” said the fool, her elegant green dress fluttering as she left him—left him!—alone. Lorcan smiled, holding his breath until she was arranging for a porter to carry those possessions the boy felt he couldn’t do without for a short time.

Well, those could be replaced. He wouldn’t need them, in any case, not where he was going.

Lorcan’s hands twitched again. Tempting, so tempting, simply to grab the boy and run, but he had not gotten this far without patience. There was always the chance he would be caught, however small, and were that to happen, he would never make it home to the Lady.

Anything for the Lady. Nothing and nobody mattered more.

He gritted his teeth. He must do this; he had no choice.

The fool returned. She and Jack followed a trolley containing two small trunks, pushed by a uniformed man thin as a fiend. Lorcan let them get ahead, but not too far.

No, not too far.

He watched them climb into a cab, the fool’s nose wrinkled, the boy’s eyes alight with this rare adventure. The driver snapped the reins against a scrubby nag, which whinnied and snorted before pulling away.

A distasteful mode of transport, to be sure, but it could not be avoided. Lorcan hailed one of his own, giving an address in Mayfair he’d known for some time now.

The great clock tower at Westminster boomed across the city, marking the half hour. Lorcan jumped. It shouldn’t—Then he remembered.

It was a beautiful tower, brown stone and iron, an enormous, lovely clock. They had a name for the bell here. Big Ben, they called it. Ridiculous. He’d stolen every detail of the tower except that one.

He patted his pockets again, leaned back against the filthy cushions, and smiled.

Oh, the Lady would be so pleased.


CHAPTER TWO

Lies & Spies
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JACK FOSTER SAT on the grass in the garden, beyond the creeping reach of the house’s shadow, wishing he were somewhere else. Anywhere would be less dull than this house to which he was confined for the summer holidays.

It was an old house and very grand. The sort kept like a precious jewel, polished when necessary, and worn—comfortably or not—on the shoulders of the sons and daughters who inherited it. Ivy climbed the facade, hacked away from the windows by the gardener with a pair of wickedly sharp shears Jack had been forbidden ever to touch. Little boys had lost fingers, said Mrs. Pond. However much Jack bristled at being called a little boy, for he was nearly eleven, the thought made him shiver. The blood, and a thing squirming wormlike on the ground.

In his imagination, they could always still move.

The clock in the hall chimed, loud enough to be heard outdoors. Jack opened his mouth as if to speak, and waited, an eye on the kitchen window.

“Come inside, Jack, and have some cake.”

Mrs. Pond was very punctual. Jack did not want cake. He wanted the rich, brown food at school, with its mysterious pieces of meat swimming in murky sludge, but he’d not dare say such a thing to Mrs. Pond. She was allowed to punish him, after all, and she wouldn’t understand why he was homesick for such an unappetizing meal.

“All right,” he called, loud enough that she’d hear him through the open kitchen window, not so loud as to disturb his mother and her guests.

He got to his feet, dragging them through the short grass as if they were forged from the metals that made his father so wealthy. Closer to the house, the scent of roasting lamb washed over him, almost a shadow in itself, dark and thick, and it made him cold to stand in. Little boys would be in bed by the time it was served to guests at the long table, the new electric lights bouncing off diamonds and feathers. Laughter would climb the stairs, tiptoe down the hallway to slither through the crack beneath his bedroom door. Later still, when the plates were cleared away, shoes would trample between the dining room and the conservatory, where Jack’s mother would play the piano he’d once gotten into so much trouble for trying to take apart, just to see how it worked.

A knock sounded. Another visitor. Servants and tradesmen came in around the back, pressing a bell for entrance. Jack flattened himself to the wall, out of sight, as the maid hurried into the corridor that ran the length of the house, down the middle, widening to a large hall at the front door. Laughter came from the parlor set off to one side. Clumsy, stupid fingers fumbled with the locks. Jack hadn’t bothered to learn this one’s name. She’d be gone soon, as fast as the others, just as soon as she upset Mother over some tiny thing. Mother was quite in the habit of sending people away.

“A very good afternoon to you,” said the man at the door. Weak sunlight spread around him, so to Jack he was just a shadow, a dark outline, face featureless. Leaves blew in with him, curled like feathers, though it was summer and the trees should not be shedding yet.

And when Jack had been outside, there’d been no wind. A trick, then.

His voice was odd, though Jack couldn’t describe, precisely, what made it so. “I have been invited by the . . .” The man paused. The parlor door opened.

“You’ll be Mr. Havelock, of whom we’ve heard such marvelous things,” said Jack’s mother. “Do come in. We’re gathered in the parlor. Your correspondence said no more than a half dozen, and I assure you, they are all sympathetic. Verity, please see to the gentleman’s coat. The parlor is dreadfully warm today.”

“Thank you, madam,” said Mr. Havelock. The door snapped shut. His shoes clicked on the floor, which was laid out like a checkerboard. Years earlier, Jack had tried to play a proper game of chess on it, but he had only normal-sized pieces, and one of Mrs. Pond’s sturdy shoes had sent two crucial pawns skittering as she carried a tray full of tea things into the parlor.

Mr. Havelock stood on a black tile, with his suit and fine leather case to match. Not like a king, thought Jack, but a rook, perhaps, tall and straight-shouldered. He was young—thirty at most—and his face was very smooth, with just a neat little mustache and beard to mar it. A small pair of spectacles covered his eyes, the oddest thing. Possibly he had some kind of ailment that called for the darkened lenses. Possibly he just wished to appear mysterious.

Verity moved to take Mr. Havelock’s thin coat. His arms were just free of the sleeves, a silk waistcoat revealed, when his hands jerked violently, making to grab the coat back. In shock, the maid dropped the thing, a half-dozen small bits of metal tumbling from the pockets to spill and roll over the floor.

One hit the toe of Jack’s shoe in his hiding place, and he picked it up. It was nothing, a small bolt, filmed with rust. But it seemed of some import to Mr. Havelock, who was busy gathering up the others as Mrs. Foster scolded Verity for her clumsiness.

“Apologies,” said Mr. Havelock tightly. “Tools of the trade. I must keep them with me. Metal is essential. For its grounding properties, you understand.”

“Of course,” said Mrs. Foster, who clearly did not understand. “You’ve found them all?”

Mr. Havelock nodded. A smile flashed, quick and cold. “The child has one.”

Jack started, disturbing the shadows. From behind the smoky glass, Mr. Havelock stared right at him. His spine tingled.

“Jack?” his mother said, following Mr. Havelock’s gaze. He stepped out into the light, safe from her sharp tongue while there was a guest present. “What are you doing, sneaking around like that? Do they not teach manners at that school of yours? And do give Mr. Havelock back his . . . whatever it is.”

Or not so safe.



[image: image]



“Now, now, nothing wrong with curiosity! Come, young man. Jack, you say?” His mother nodded. “Lorcan Havelock, at your service.”

Jack still could not see his eyes. His smile, though wide, pressed his lips to whiteness between the beard and mustache. His fingers twitched, as if reaching for the pocket watch that hung from a thick golden chain on his vest, but he let them fall to his side without checking the hour.

“Nice to meet you, sir,” said Jack. A proper greeting to please his mother. He held out the bolt.

“Yes.” A whisper, barely heard. The spectacles were like black, black eyes, staring at Jack. “Yes,” said Mr. Havelock, louder now, taking the bolt with cold fingers.

“You’re a magician,” said Jack.

The man’s other hand curled, crushing the brim of his hat. He smiled that thin-lipped smile again, and then it widened into something real. “But of course,” said Mr. Havelock, casting about until his eyes lit upon a vase filled with flowers picked by Mrs. Pond just that morning. He plucked one out, a big, fresh, yellow daisy, and Jack watched as, at Mr. Havelock’s touch, it wilted in seconds, petals falling dry and brown onto the floor. Jack gasped, but oh, that wasn’t the best of it. At a snap of the magician’s fingers, the petals rose, rejoined, bloomed back into brightness, and Jack stumbled backward.

“Do excuse him,” Mrs. Foster said. “His education is dreadfully mundane. His father’s choice, you know. Mr. Havelock is our new spiritualist,” she said to Jack. “Highly recommended by the Society. And we simply must get started. Run along, and tell Mrs. Pond not to oversalt the meat.”

He wouldn’t.

“The child won’t be joining us?” asked Mr. Havelock, tucking the fresh, beautiful flower back in with the rest.

Mrs. Foster laughed. “Oh, no. This way, please.”

Mr. Havelock moved, slowly, stare unwavering. It made Jack want to fidget, but he stayed still.

She led Mr. Havelock into the parlor, closing tight the door on exclamations, introductions, her friends like chattering birds, lofty in their trees of wealth and leisure.

There wasn’t much time. Too soon, Mrs. Pond would come looking for him, a thrashing promised for not coming when called, though she never did it. Bootlaces curled like snakes on the tile, left behind as he padded across the floor, silent, to crouch on his knees, press his eye to the keyhole.

Inside was dark as night, a single candle on a table the one winking star. Heavy velvet curtains had been drawn, and seven straight-backed chairs sat in a circle on the edge of the faint pool of light. If he squinted, he could just make out parts of Mother and Mr. Havelock facing the door, but the rest were just blurs of elegance, as her friends had always been to him.

“Not everything has a soul, surely,” said one of them, in a voice like thick treacle. “Why, these diamonds are beautiful, but they are not alive.”

“Oh?”

A glittering hairpin, shaped as a bird, took off from her head to swoop once around the room. Jack fell back from the keyhole, and by the time he righted himself, the bird had returned to her hair, perfectly still and ordinary.

A few of the women tittered. Mr. Havelock leaned forward, the spectacles shimmering darkly, as if they were catching the candle smoke, trapping it within.

“A parlor trick,” he said. “In fact, you are right, good woman, but most things do. Regardless, we are not here to summon the souls of your pretty jewels, even if they had them.”

More tittering.

“Concentration is essential if the spirits are to cooperate!” he said. Jack turned his head to press his ear to the keyhole. Mr. Havelock sounded . . . angry. Angry at the silly giggles and trying to hide it.

Footsteps tapped in the kitchen. Mrs. Pond was coming. He wouldn’t get to see anything interesting, which just wasn’t fair at all. Even Mr. Havelock had asked if Jack would be joining the summoning, but Mother didn’t want him.

“You must be dedicated to your goal,” said Mr. Havelock sternly. “Willing to do whatever is required to obtain that which you seek.” Not angry now. Jack peered through the keyhole again. Now Mr. Havelock sounded like a thirsty man who had just had a glass of wine set before him. A solemn cloud hung over the table.

The kitchen door opened.

Mr. Havelock’s head snapped up, looking past the women, right to the keyhole. Jack blinked, scrambling back on the chessboard tiles, sure it had been a trick of the light. An errant flick of the candle from an unstoppered draft, catching the dark glass and making Mr. Havelock’s eyes flash with flame. A trick of the light, he thought, as Mrs. Pond hoisted him by the elbow to drag him away.

•  •  •

Jack’s bedroom was large and blue and hadn’t changed at all since he’d been a baby, except that a bed stood where his cradle used to be. Other rooms went from green to white to hideous floral wallpapers at his mother’s whim, but this she left alone. Or simply forgot. It had been his grandfather’s room once, long ago, but Jack had never met him and didn’t know if it’d been different back then.

Bookshelves of fairy stories, dictionaries, and the kind of thick tomes that people feel they should read but never do lined one of the walls. Jack had, in fact, read most of them, but the fairy stories were his favorites, filled with dragons and unicorns and phoenixes and princes with swords who saved the land.

Windows took up another wall, rows of toys the rest of the space not occupied by his bed. His favorites were the toy soldiers that had once belonged to his father, mixed in with newer ones so Jack could build proper armies of age and rank. Young corporals who did all the fighting under the direction of colonels who would be fat if not for that they were made of wood. He wondered if they did have souls, like Mr. Havelock said.

The room had taken on a dusty, unused air since Jack went off to school, only slightly stirred by his return for various holidays. A school trunk stood empty by the wardrobe, ready to be filled again. Headmaster Adams and the rest of Jack’s teachers might be strict in their quest to raise decent, educated, upstanding young men, ready for the rigors of London business and society, but he slept better there, in the dormitory he shared with five other boys, than in this big, lonely room he had all to himself.

“Come downstairs, Jack, and no dawdling, mind,” Mrs. Pond called from the landing below. More cake, he was sure. She was already returning to the kitchen when he left his dull room for the dull, darkly paneled stairway, her round body and snow-white head descending down through the dull, dull house.

“Hands washed,” she commanded, wiping her own plump ones on a floury apron. He was already lathering the soap, making sure to clean his fingernails because she was watching.

A loud thump echoed through the house. Mrs. Pond clicked her tongue but said nothing.

“Do you think that was a ghost?” Jack asked.

“I think you should eat your cake and drink your milk.”

He took a bite. The kitchen glowed with a lucky shaft of sun, determined enough to break through the gray haze ever present over the city, particularly in summer.

Mr. Havelock was in the parlor again, as he had been many days since that first. Jack caught glimpses of him, but always felt that tingle down his back, as if he were the one being watched with fiery eyes. Every time, the spiritualist asked Jack’s mother if the boy would be taking part. Every time, she said no.

Another thump. The chatelaine hanging from Mrs. Pond’s waist jangled as she shuddered, keys and scissors and thimble swinging.

Perhaps she was frightened of them, but they didn’t frighten Jack. It was interesting, the talk of ghosts and spirits and other worlds.

He liked the idea. There was always the chance those worlds were more interesting than this one.

Wisely, he didn’t say so to Mrs. Pond.

“Your mother would like to know why the gramophone isn’t working.”

Jack shrugged. “A ghost must’ve got to it.”

At this, Mrs. Pond smiled in the way that turned her face to an apple left to soften too long. “None of that cheek, you, and fix it.”

“I will,” said Jack sulkily. They’d all be grateful when the needle stopped wobbling. “When will Father be home?” He was careful not to say he had nothing to do; Mrs. Pond had some very tedious ways of keeping him amused, like shining the silver.

“Not until the party,” she said, “and you aren’t to disturb them. Baroness Watson is coming, and such a job I’ve had getting everything up to scratch for royalty, I can tell you.” She turned back to a chopping board full of vegetables, a large knife in her hand.

Royalty. Well, la-di-da. Jack didn’t see what made them so special. Sitting around all day with a crown on one’s head couldn’t be particularly difficult. Perhaps the crown was heavy and they went to bed with aching heads every evening.

Behind the parlor door, someone screamed, another laughed. The knife struck—thwack, thwack—potato slices falling to either side. Jack toyed with the crumbs on his plate.

A loud buzzing filled the room. “Oh, my stars!” Mrs. Pond said this every time. Sometimes, she would mutter, “Infernal contraption,” beneath her breath when she thought no one could hear. Knife in hand, she crossed the kitchen to a bank of round buttons set into the wall, pressing the one for the parlor. The light behind it faded to nothing. “Verity!”

“Coming, marm.” The maid burst through the cellar door, brushing grime from her apron, and hurried out to the parlor.

Good-byes filtered in as the ladies, full of an afternoon’s amusement, set off to their own homes, husbands, and children. Jack heard his mother promising tea on this day or that, or excursions to the new milliner about whom everyone was saying such complimentary things. He waited for Verity to return, dart back to her business in the cellar, and made his own way to the parlor, for he had not seen his mother since breakfast.

But she was not alone.

Voices spilled through the closed door, poured from the keyhole. Jack put his eye to it, as he did so often, to see her wringing her hands, large rings glinting in the light from the open drapes.

“He has always been an odd child,” she said. Jack scowled. He was not odd. Just because she liked to spend her time giggling with other silly women rather than read or play chess and thought tinkering with clocks and gramophones was a job for common workmen . . . And how would she know he was odd, even if he were? She had sent him away to school. She scarcely saw him.

“Of course, of course,” said Mr. Havelock soothingly. “I detected it the moment I saw him. You understand that naturally this would make him a good candidate.”

“An apprenticeship, you say?”

Jack thought his ears might pop clean from his head, so hard was he straining to hear.

“He would be well taken care of,” said Mr. Havelock, so silkily that Jack’s mother did not seem to notice it wasn’t quite an answer to her question. She paced the room, moving in and out of view from the keyhole. A swish of purple velvets and lace, back and forth.

“Clearly the movement is only gaining strength,” she said. “Why, the Society counts among its number a vast array of influential, prominent persons, myself included, if you will excuse me.”

“Quite, madam. He would witness untold mysteries, secrets permitted to only a fortunate few from this world.”

Mrs. Foster wrung her hands again, squeezing the air from Jack’s lungs through the keyhole. Did she want to send him away again, somewhere new, to learn from Mr. Havelock, who said he wasn’t a magician but Jack was not so sure?

“Sadly, my husband, while indulgent, isn’t nearly so forward-thinking as ourselves.” She turned from the window, so Jack could see her face, pretty, distant. “Far more concerned with the material, the tangible. No,” she said, shaking her head. “I mustn’t. His father would be furious. Generations of Fosters have attended that school, successes every one.” Her back straightened.

“I assure you—” Mr. Havelock began.

“No,” she said. “Strange he may be, but he will stay where he is.”

Mr. Havelock did not like this. Jack squinted. Those dark glasses shielded the eyes, but not the tightening of Mr. Havelock’s jaw, the thinning of his lips below his mustache. “You are making a grave error, madam,” he said, and his voice was not silky now. It was a voice with teeth trying not to bite.

“I expect so,” she answered, cool and brittle. “It would not be the first.”

He nodded once. His hat lay on the table beside the single candle, snuffed and smoking, and he picked it up. Jack scrambled from the door, to the stairs. All the way up he ran, not stopping or caring who heard his thumping, rushing footsteps. She did not want him here, but that was not so very unusual—Jack’s room at school was full of boys whose parents felt thus—but nor would she allow him to learn something truly interesting, more so than maths and Dickens and silly history, as if it mattered a whit what this king or that once said atop a hill. The one time he actually wished to be sent away, and she wouldn’t do it. As if she knew and wanted to spite him.

Jack pushed his face into his pillow and hated her.


CHAPTER THREE

Twelve of the Clock

[image: image]

THE SKY GREW nearly dark as he lay on his bed, waiting for Mrs. Pond to bring his supper on a tray. The toy soldiers gathered a few more flakes of dust on their shelves; the books stayed shut and squeezed together, telling their stories only to themselves between their covers.

The landing creaked, but it was not Mrs. Pond who pushed the door open with her back, hands full of milk, boiled eggs, toast. Jack sat up. Mrs. Foster, lovely in a blue silk dress, stepped inside. She was coming to say she’d changed her mind, and Jack’s heart lifted until he remembered that she didn’t know he’d heard the conversation at all.

“Hello, darling,” she said, staying close to the door, head cocked, listening for the first guests to arrive. “Your clothes are getting too small. I don’t know how I didn’t notice. Mrs. Pond will take you to the outfitters tomorrow.”

“Why won’t you take me?” he asked. “Or Father?”

His mother smiled with very red lips and patted her hair. “Your father has to work, of course.”

“He doesn’t have to,” said Jack. “We are rich enough.” The Foster family had traded in valuable metals for a very long time, metals that built ships and formed rings around ladies’ fingers.

“Don’t be crass,” snapped Mrs. Foster. “The company is a proud family tradition, and it will one day be yours. You should be grateful your father works so hard.” Her voice softened. “And I would take you myself, darling—you know that—but I promised Mrs. Hamilton I would visit before they leave for the continent. Poor Eleanor. She’s had such a difficult time of it recently, what with her father . . . At any rate,” she said, touching a hand to her hair again, “you’ll go with Mrs. Pond, and mind you listen to her. No running off.”

“Yes, Mother,” he said, lying down and turning his head to the window. She would not punish him, not now. She couldn’t spare the time.
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